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Call for Papers
How Will Rapid Global Changes Transform Civilizations?
International Society for the Comparative Study of Civilizations
43rd Annual International Conference, June 12-15, 2013
Asilomar Conference Grounds, Pacific Grove, California
THEME 1: Brave New World - The Paradigm for the Rest of the 21st Century.
It is clear that we are on the cusp of enormous changes in technology, communications,
work, religion, the nation state, and demographics. What effect will these changes have
on human life and how can human ingenuity meet these challenges? This important
topic will provide opportunities for our best thinkers to present papers addressing
changes to human institutions: Demographics, Work, the Nation State, Technological
Breakthroughs.
THEME 2: Strangers in a Strange World - Diasporas and Their Consequences.
Human beings are a mobile and now global species. More people moved from their
homes in the 20th century than ever before. What happens to these migrants in their new
homes? Consider the Chinese in southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands vs. the US;
Indians in Fiji and South Africa vs. the West; Jews in Christendom, Islam, and the New
World; Africans in the New World, US and Brazil; Muslims in Thailand, India, Africa,
Europe, and the New World; and China and Russia in Siberia.
ADDITIONAL TOPICS:
Anything related to civilizational theorists, rise and decline, confrontations with
modernity, and other relevant civilizational issues.
INSTRUCTIONS FOR SUBMISSION:
Please send 500 word abstracts as an Microsoft Word attachment with your name and email address on the attachment by April 30 to: Dr. Laina Farhat-Holzman,
lfarhat102@aol.com.
Consult ISCSC website at www.wmich.edu/iscsc for conference information.
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Editor’s Note
I.
Is there an inevitable coming clash between Western Civilization and the Chinese
Civilization? That question took the spotlight at the annual meeting of the International
Society for the Comparative Study of Civilizations this past summer.
A centerpiece of the conference was the presence at the meeting’s climax, during the
annual awards ceremony, of two prominent Chinese dissidents. The audience hushed as
these widely honored men rose in front of the hall to address the meeting. They were
introduced by Jill Ku, a prize-winning, courageous radio broadcaster with Radio Free
Asia, who moderated, explaining their significant roles in the ferment that is China
today. Ms. Ku, the most heard human voice in the world, hosts a daily call-in show that
is listened to avidly by millions; many call in from China, at great peril to themselves, in
order to comment on news of the day.
According to Yu Jie, a well-known Chinese writer, the very theory of a clash of
civilizations “has become the Chinese Communist Party’s best shield.” This is because
the Chinese Communist Party “has skillfully transformed the difference of two systems,
Chinese autocracy as opposed to Western democracy, into to a clash of civilizations –
the conflict between the Chinese civilization and Western civilization.” Yu goes on to
argue below that this should be seen as nonsense, because the communists are a product
not of the ancient, long-lasting Chinese civilization but find their origins in the West, in
the French Revolution and in Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist theory.
Much of Marxist theory is based on the emergence after the Industrial Revolution of a
new class of workers, predominantly industrial workers, the proletariat. Lenin tried to
modify Marxist theory on this, but Mao really had to stretch to apply the theory of
communism to a land which, in the first half of the Twentieth Century, was not a highly
industrialized society and thus had relatively few members of the proletariat class.
At any event Yu, a recent dissident who was long prominent as a writer in China,
declared that China today actually presents “not a clash of civilizations, but a clash
between the civilized and the uncivilized.” To him, China poses a far greater threat than
the Soviet Union ever did and it “remains a tiger that will bite…. that is man-eating.”
The democracies of the world, and the United Nations, must work to bring democracy to
China’s people, Mr. Yu said.
Also addressing the ISCSC was Harry Wu. In his remarks, Mr. Wu – one of the most
famous Chinese dissidents of our epoch, a victim of many years in a concentration camp
– coined the term “classicide” to describe what has gone on in China. “Genocide,” as
defined by the United Nations, he said “involves acts committed with the intent to
destroy a national, ethnic, racial or religious group.”
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Classicide has had roots in the Communist Party’s revolutionary theory. According to
many scholars, modern attacks on the privileged classes began with the French
Revolution’s hostility to the aristocratic class that had long oppressed the vast majority
of the population. Said Mr. Wu, “classicide” in practice begins with the idea that
society is composed of different classes of people, all of whom, at least in China, can be
divided into two major groupings: the exploiters and the exploited. Under Mao, the
Communist Party sought to exterminate the “exploiter classes.” At the beginning of this
classicide in China, all people were placed in one of four classes: the landlord class, the
rich peasant class, the middle peasant class, or the poor worker and peasant class.
Soon after Mao decided to root out all but the poor worker and peasant class, Mr. Wu,
who denounced the Soviet repression of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956, was branded
a “bourgeois counter-revolutionary rightist” and sentenced to life in the concentration
camps of China, the “laogai.” These terrible prison camps, which have housed about
50,000,000 people since their establishment, continue to thrive today, he said, even
though Chinese leaders have abandoned the flag of class struggle.
Listening to the two men speak was the president of the ISCSC, Dr. Andrew Targowski.
In trenchant remarks, he then observed that twin developments, the spectacular
economic development of the Chinese, triggered by Western Civilization, and the
concurrent decline of Western Civilization, have provoked many predictions of the nearfuture world order.
So far, he said, it seems that the West cooperates with China quite well, since through
outsourcing of Western manufacturing, China employs its large labor force and the
Western financial elite benefits tremendously in business, due to cheap labor. But, the
question for civilizationalists to consider is, according to Prof. Targowski, how long can
that kind of cooperation last? Will the current cooperation between China and the West
be replaced by a clash for resources?
Dr. Targowski noted that from 600 AD until 1500 AD, China was the world’s most
technologically advanced society. China today has the ability to surpass the “robot”
stage and to become a developer of science, technology, and production again. He
proposed that if China Westernizes, there will be no “clash of civilizations” at all, but
rather merely conflicts of interest.
The ISCSC President compared the situation in the United States today (a civilization
repr
esented by the “1%” with the highest income) to that of the Roman Empire in the 5th
century AD, as it was about to collapse. He also compared in a chart twelve aspects of
culture and civilization as seen in China and in the Western Civilization. For where he
goes with these two analyses, and the possibilities regarding a coming clash with China,
please read his outstanding essay in this issue.
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II.
In addition to the many wonderful papers on China and the West, including those
presented during the Awards Dinner, the organization held a second special section.
This was held at the United States House of Representatives, in the beautiful Gold
Room of its Rayburn House Office Building.
The first part of the special program featured remarks by Caroline Poplin, an expert in
health care and the law. A practicing physician who also trained at Yale Law School
and started her career as an attorney, she is a respected journalist. Dr. Poplin was able
to lay out the key issues in this highly charged topic.
She began by comparing the healthcare delivery system in the United States to that
found in other industrialized OECD countries. In those other lands, all citizens have
health insurance. In general, she reported, the insurance is comprehensive. That is, it
covers virtually all necessary health care expenses, although in some cases, for an
additional voluntary payment one can access additional doctors, facilities, and perhaps
some elective services.
By contrast, until now, and apart from public health systems such as Medicare,
Medicaid, the Veterans’ Administration and the active duty military health care system
(Tricare), there has been no regulation of the cost of health insurance or the cost of
health care in the United States, she said. Thus,
it should come as no surprise that Americans pay the highest prices in the world
for health care. For all that, however, our health outcomes, compared to those of
other OECD countries, are no better than middling. Our healthy life expectancy
ranks only 29th in the world, behind Slovenia. Our infant mortality rate is 30th.
She asked the audience to consider what she calls the issue of “managed care, managed
competition.” She observed that modern medicine often has been able to turn what used
to be “acute” into what is now “chronic.” That is, medical advances mean that we can
now maintain individuals for many decades, whereas they would have simply died a
century ago. Moreover, illness is not spread equally – and a small percentage of ill
people incur the majority of costs.
She thus concluded with a question: Is America a liberal democracy in the European
tradition, or is it sui generis, a free market outlier?
There was yet another exciting set of events for the ISCSC on Capitol Hill. Two
members of the United States Congress came to the Gold Room to talk about an oftunnoted problem of civilization right in America: the territories of the United States.
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First to speak in this segment was the Member of Congress from American Samoa, Rep.
Eni Faleomavaega. He explained carefully the history of the relationship between
American Samoa and the United States. He discussed the nature of being a territory,
what it means to be a “national” -- not a citizen -- of the United States, and the prospects
for the future. In addition, he explained the many ways in which American Samoa is a
significant part of this country and, in so doing, he illuminated the complexities of our
contemporary American polity and the happy resolution of a clash of civilizations:
Polynesian and Western.
The second to speak was Rep. Eleanor Holmes Norton, the United States Representative
from the District of Columbia. In her remarks she analyzed issues of society and polity
thoroughly for those who were present at this gripping session.
Rep. Norton reviewed the nature of the District of Columbia and its special relationship
with the federal government, showing how a clause in the portion of the U.S.
Constitution which enumerates the powers of Congress addressed the creation of the
District of Columbia as the seat of government of the United States. There was never an
intention on the part of the founding fathers to deprive the citizens who reside in the
District of Columbia of their rights as granted in the Constitution, she asserted, and she
explained how over the years the complexity of the relationship has been buffeted by
larger political and social realities.
She was asked of what this “nation” is constituted if those who live in the District of
Columbia, or in American Samoa, or in the other territories of the United States are
excluded from fundamental rights while contributing their lives so fully to the country?
In her response she explored emerging possibilities – including imminent demographic
changes -- which might ultimately resolve the existing dilemmas that she described and
analyzed so masterfully. Further, she said that this tension has to be addressed by the
nation and she gave the members present hope that it will be, if not immediately then
not in the far distant future, either.
Dr. Toby Huff, who was a plenary speaker at a previous ISCSC conference, concludes
our plenary session by writing about the consequences of the 17th century scientific
revolution. None of the other great powers of that time – the Ottoman Turks, the
Persians, the Mughals in India, the Chinese – recognized its importance, he argues, and
as a consequence they declined. The paper in this edition continues his previously
published plenary argument.
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In the issue of the journal you are now holding we run these remarks in a special
section, as noted. In addition, however, we carry, as usual, several outstanding peerreviewed contributions on a wide range of topics.
David McNaughton examines the implications of Oswald Spengler’s philosophy as we
consider contemporary European history.
Even though Spengler is rarely read any
more and is seen by many as too strongly a German patriot, he wrote of the necessity for
the West to be guided wisely as it enters “its final (Caesaristic) phase.” Spengler, says
McNaughton, was an Ethical Socialist who believed that the interests of the state must
be placed above those of individuals. He felt that money had overstepped its function,
ruinously dominating government policies, not to mention the lives of individuals. But
we have not heeded the warning, the author observes trenchantly.
Second, Dr. Ruan Wei offers two intertwined meanings of the word “civilization.”
First, civilization may suggest a cultural type or way of life, or second, it may imply an
historic or cultural entity, a congeries of peoples sharing and practicing a particular set
of values or way of life within a common geographical locus. As he discusses China
and the role of the Chinese throughout Eastern Asia, he argues that one civilization can
structurally appropriate the components of another while retaining its own identity.
In addition, an advanced civilization can play a key role in enhancing a relatively
backward culture by dramatically raising its social development level, he argues. He
offers as examples the Russians adopting Eastern Orthodox religion and the Japanese
adopting Chinese culture; thus, he says, these groups moved from being merely tribal
alliances to rapid civilizational advancement.
A Confucian case “for economic freedom” is then made by Robert C. Thomas. He
argues that Confucian tradition underlies much of the current economic and geopolitical
rise of China. This tradition carries deeply rooted and resilient sets of values that have
long shaped the lives and attitudes of the Chinese people. He examines significant
theoretical elements of free market economics as well as certain aspects of foundational
Confucian texts, especially the Analects of Confucius, to show that it is fully possible
for economic freedom to survive and thrive in societies permeated by Confucian
thought.
Next, Hisanori Kato examines one fascinating aspect of modern Indonesian Islam and
compares it, the Mbah Priok sect, with the perhaps better-known (in the West) Japanese
Buddhist Shinran school, showing similarities that span civilizations and religions.
Both traditions are what he labels “fundamental” but also “liberal.” As he notes near the
end of his interesting study, leaders of both of these heterodox faiths unconventionally
interpret original teachings of their religions with great emphasis on their own personal
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authenticity as well as openness and tolerance. At the same time, he points out, their
stance on faith differs from that of conventional fundamentalists who uncompromisingly
adhere to the original scriptures and refuse to deviate from doctrines.
A paper by Laina Farhat-Holzman then explores the very important question of why the
majority of Muslim states today have not developed economically and why many are, or
may be on the verge of becoming, failed states. She asks which aspects of
modernization have been rejected by this region, unlike the development trajectory of
non-Muslim Asian states.
Ricardo Duchesne follows with an analysis of Hegel’s famous, if very difficult, book,
Phenomenology of Spirit. According to Prof. Duchesne, the Western Civilization is the
only one in which freedom and reason have progressed over the course of history. Max
Weber saw the applicability of Western reason to the rationalizing activities of formal
and theoretical reason; according to Prof. Duchesne, Weber was less preoccupied with
the way reason has subjected social life to quantification, precision, and standardization.
Hegel, on the other hand, was drawn to what Dr. Duchesne calls the restless desire of
Western reason. That has led the Western culture to become a place where freedom of
inquiry, tolerance of diverse views, and meritocratic advancement are central. Prof.
Duchesne concludes that the Western civilization, drawing upon very ancient roots, is a
unique one in its emphasis on the restless process of freedom.
The journal includes, as always, significant book reviews, thanks to the Book Review
Editor, Dr. David Wilkinson. I hope that you find the articles in this Fall number of
interest and that they will stimulate further work in the always creative field of
comparative civilizations.
Joseph Drew
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Spengler's Philosophy and Its Implication that
Europe has “Lost Its Way”
David L. McNaughton
DLMcN@yahoo.com

During the First World War, a German historian produced a book that caused quite a stir
among intellectuals around the world. By collating events in different (usually noncontemporary) cultures and civilizations, Spengler maintained that it should be possible
to fill in gaps in history, 1 and indeed to set out possibilities for the future, although
admittedly only in terms of very broad generalizations.
It was an extremely ambitious undertaking, but after the Second World War, his ideas
became unfashionable (mainly for political reasons). Nevertheless, Spengler's book is a
work of monumental scholarship, discussing in depth such diverse topics as
mathematics, music, architecture, painting, theology and money, with brief but still
erudite excursions into other subjects including law, chemistry, linguistics, space-time
relativity, and literature, integrating them all into a single coherent philosophy.
Eight or more “Higher Organisms”
Most people find it extremely difficult to accept Spengler's basic thesis, namely that
cultures and civilizations are living organisms in their own right, 2 as are plants, animals,
and humans, although of a much higher rank. Each culture has its own distinctive soul,
which expresses itself in artistic, scientific, political, economic and religious forms, he
says.
Spengler identifies eight higher organisms. Three of them, Babylonian, Ancient
Egyptian, and Classical (Graeco-Roman), perished long ago, with their landscapes
subsequently being overlain by later cultures. 3 (If he were writing today, he might well
include in his list the recently-discovered pre-Hindu Indus Valley Civilization). Three
others, the Indian, Chinese and Arab-Persian, attained “old age” many centuries ago.
We could also describe these as “petrified” although in a few respects, they have never
been wholly extinguished. A seventh culture matured in Mexico and Guatemala, only to
suffer a sudden and violent death at the hands of Spanish invaders (although it could be
said that a few glowing embers still remain). Peru might also qualify for inclusion in
Spengler’s list.
Our Western Civilization has not yet completed its life-cycle, although it has already
reached late adulthood (hence the title of the book - The Decline of the West). Spengler
suggests that another High Culture has started to manifest itself in Russia. 4 However,
because it was born comparatively recently, this culture is handicapped through trying to
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absorb alien ideas from the much older Western organism; Spengler calls this
phenomenon a pseudomorphosis.
Another example of a pseudomorphosis was his Magian Culture, which grew up in the
shadow of various older civilizations (in particular the Classical), causing it to become
distorted and fragmented into Arabian, Zoroastrian, Byzantine, Hebrew, Coptic,
Armenian and other components. 5 Only with the rise of Islam did this culture manage
to break free from the pseudomorphosis and discover its true soul.
One phenomenon that might be easier to explain in terms of a higher organic entity is an
increase in male birth-rate to replenish losses incurred in a major war. Admittedly, those
instances could simply be accidents of statistics, 6 but this example does at least help to
illustrate the concept and role of a higher organism with its own will and consciousness.
Like individual people, cultural organisms differ in character, ability, and aptitude.
Thus, calculus and the theory of mathematical functions, soaring Gothic cathedrals and
a music based on fugal composition all express characteristically Western passions,
which include a love for vast wide-open spaces as well as an intense interest in the
distant past and concern for the far future. 7
In a contrasting manner, geometry, statistics and sculpture were all creative expressions
of a mind obsessed with the corporeal and with here-now – that which produced the
Ancient Greek Culture. 8 Similarly, algebra, alchemy and arabesque were all
manifestations of another unique culture-personality, as also were acupuncture, Taoism
and Chinese art. And in the Hindu world, yoga and dance-forms attained levels of
sophistication never equaled elsewhere.
Phases of development
Just as a human being reaches puberty during the second decade, and full adulthood in
the third decade of life, a culture also passes through phases of predetermined sequence
whose durations do not vary greatly from one higher organism to another. 9 Its
“springtime” is characterized by strong religious faith, which slowly gives way to
increasing intellectuality and materialism.
A culture's “summer’” is an era of great creativity: in Europe, this witnessed the
crystallization of a totally new concept in mathematics (calculus) simultaneously in the
minds of two people working quite independently – Newton and Leibniz. 10 The same
centuries saw the birth of oil painting and the flowering of a style of music completely
unknown before the advent of Western Culture. 11
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During “autumn,” life becomes dominated by materialism and by purely rational
thought; 12 Spengler uses the term "Civilization" to denote this particular phase. Warfare
between the culture’s constituent nations increases in intensity, with tensions between
various strata of society also reaching a breaking point. Eventually, one state becomes
vigorous enough to conquer and absorb all others, imposing an authoritarian
Imperium.13
In the Classical world, this was achieved by the Romans, and in Peru by the Incas. In
Central America, the Aztecs were consolidating their gains when Spanish Westerners
intervened. In eastern Asia, it was the state of Qin (Ch'in) which ultimately incorporated
the rest, giving the name China to the integrated empire.
It may be significant that the driving force for that unification usually came from the
fringe-area of the original culture, rather than from its nucleus. For example, Rome was
distant from Greece, Qin was the north-westernmost power in ancient China, and the
Aztecs migrated to Mexico from somewhere further north. In the Islamic world, the
Seljuk Turks invaded from the northeast before establishing an empire embracing most
of Persia, Iraq, Syria and Anatolia. The Babylonian states were united by the Amorites,
who were originally based in the far west. In South America, the center of High Culture
was the Chimu state on the Peruvian coast, but they eventually succumbed to the Inca
people from the high plateau. And the Indian Imperium was forged by the kingdom of
Magadha – which was initially confined to the extreme east of the subcontinent
(modern-day Bihar) – with its capital at Pataliputra.
The reason why the "conquerors" were all people from the edge of their particular
culture might be that they were less exhausted than the older nations in the center
(whose blood and resources had been devoured in earlier centuries when they were the
dominant power). 14
During the Imperium, people realize the limitations of a purely intellectual view of the
universe, so there is a return to religion – based on that of earlier centuries, but
differently experienced through having emerged from a more advanced way of life. 15
If Spengler is right that cultures really are living, organic units, then all those changes
are as inevitable as formation of blossom and then fruit on many trees, or as necessary
as the emergence of a butterfly from the chrysalis of certain insects. 16 There is only one
alternative – namely sickness followed by premature death of the cultural organism.
The real significance of the Second World War
What stage, according to Spengler, has Western Civilization reached? His answer will
horrify almost everybody – the 20th and 21st centuries were destined to be those of
transition into our "Roman-style" era, 17 but this was prevented (or maybe delayed) by
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Germany's defeat in two world wars. Any organism's growth and development may be
stunted or even destroyed by outside interference (Mexico being the prime example); in
that context, Francis Yockey points out that without Russian involvement the Second
World War would have ended quite differently. 18 Of course, the Nazi leadership had
only itself to blame. A real statesman (like Bismarck) would never have engaged all his
opponents simultaneously – in addition to ignoring potential allies.
Many writers have pointed out that the Second World War could so easily have
witnessed a German victory. 19 Their German defeat can probably be attributed, at least
partly, to the incompetence and idiotic decisions made by their Fuehrer.
For example, after invading Russia (against the advice of many of his generals – who
preferred to conquer the Middle East first), 20 Hitler rejected the offer of friendship and
co-operation from the Ukrainians and other minorities. 21 In addition, the German
declaration of war on the USA after Pearl Harbor was impulsive and unnecessary, 22
because most Americans did not want to have to fight on two fronts.
Also inexcusable was Hitler's insistence in 1944 that Me262 jet fighter aircraft be
converted into (barely effective) bombers, 23 rendering them incapable of protecting his
industries and fuel stores.
It could almost be said that Hitler's first real job in life was Chancellor of the Third
Reich. Spengler did actually meet him in 1933, and afterwards expressed strong
reservations about Hitler’s suitability for such a powerful role. 24
Despite that, Spengler managed to find common ground with the Nazis on a few issues,
but gradually became disenchanted with them. In particular, he was not anti-Semitic.
26
Soon after Hitler's accession to power, Spengler published The Hour of Decision,
warning that the European Empire, lying well within the grasp of Prussian militarism,
was in grave danger of being lost through incompetent leadership; the Nazis therefore
disowned him. 27

25

A possible alternative path after 1945
Spengler died in 1936, but if he had been able to assess the conduct and aftermath of the
Second World War, what comments would he have made? Undoubtedly, he would have
drawn comparisons with earlier civilizations, examining centuries which he thought
corresponded biologically to present and coming ones in the West.
For example, he might have reminded us that Caligula and Nero both degenerated into
Hitlerian tyrants, but their excesses did not prevent Rome from later enjoying a golden
era under Trajan, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius.
At the other end of Eurasia, Ying Zheng became First Emperor (Shi Hwang Di) of a
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united China: he is remembered as a harsh and cruel dictator, despite certain positive
achievements. After a nationwide insurrection, his dynasty was replaced by the much
less tyrannical Han Empire which, apart from one interruption, controlled China for four
centuries. The corresponding period in India was also beset by strife until the reign of
King Asoka, who renounced war after being converted to Buddhism.
Spengler does not discuss later developments in those cultures, but it is obvious that
without the heritage of Chinese civilization, there would have been no Tang or Song
dynasties, which left us a rich legacy of highly refined art and poetry. Similarly indebted
was the Gupta dynasty in India, during which the talented writer Kalidasa composed his
poetry and drama. It could therefore be argued that despite various setbacks, the
Chinese, Roman, Indian (and Egyptian) empires more than once recovered to regain
order and prosperity.
The Nazis were undoubtedly guilty of appalling, unforgivable behavior – but, assuming
that there is a science of Culture Morphology, there are grounds for suggesting that a
German victory in World War II would eventually have seen the Hitlerian terror
subsiding, with proper statesmen arising to govern Europe, drawn not just from
Germany, but from other countries too. A firm date cannot really be given; much would
have depended on the degree of violence accompanying each successive handover of
power. In earlier cultures, many emperors first achieved fame as successful military
generals. Thus, it is appropriate to mention that if the German conspirators in 1944 had
managed to eliminate the Hitlerian regime, then Field Marshall Rommel's name would
probably have been among those put forward for Head of State; Rommel was widely
respected by friend and foe alike.28
Our 20th and 21st centuries
If Spengler had lived for a few more decades, what would he have thought about the
way in which the world-picture unfolded during the latter half of the 20th century? In
particular, might he have conceded that the United States was capable of successfully
guiding Western Civilization into and through its final (Caesaristic) phase? Judging by
the commentary offered in his books, that does seem rather unlikely. 29
Spengler subscribed to what he called "Ethical Socialism," which placed the interests of
the State above those of the individual; 30 it was not at all akin to Marxism – which
championed the proletariat. Thus, Spengler had strong reservations about universal
franchise, also citing the role played by money in influencing the outcome of elections.
31
In addition, he believed that democracy made it easy for anonymous powers to
operate without any scruples. 32
Spengler maintained that money had overstepped its function, ruinously dominating
government policies, not to mention the lives of individuals. 33 In particular, he
criticized the heavy reliance on credit in the world of finance, describing it as
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representing only "phantom, imaginary money-values." Unfortunately, his warning (of
80 years ago!) went unheeded; instead, Western governments have simply permitted the
situation to deteriorate out of control.
How would Spengler have assessed American and European foreign policy in the latter
part of the 20th century? Again we can probably infer the answer from The Hour of
Decision, which makes it clear that he regarded pacifism as a weakness which was not
necessarily shared with all non-Westerners. 34 Thus, we can deduce how he would have
reacted to the possibility of Western states deliberately yielding vast tracts of Earth’s
surface (and their resources) to “outsiders” – which was precisely what happened during
the decades following World War II.
Is it likely that Spengler might have conceded that the present European Union
represents a fulfillment of Western Culture’s final, single-state phase? He would
probably have regarded it as significant that many west-European countries have
voluntarily drawn together after centuries of warfare. But it is of course primarily an
economic union, and Spengler would have cautioned that this was quite inadequate and
fraught with potential problems – because he did insist that the political functions of
government must take precedence over economic considerations. 35
Spengler's personal outlook – and tasks for the future
Spengler emphasized that the only way forward was into what he termed "Caesarism,"
but at times even he sounded apprehensive about it, admitting that it would be negative
and superficial in certain respects. 36 It is interesting that when discussing the clash
between old, hardened Classical Civilization and the young, still hesitant Magian
Culture, his sympathies were very much with the newer one. 37 When looking at the 20th
and 21st centuries, however, his view was tempered by his German patriotism.
On a positive note, Spengler identifies important tasks which still need to be tackled in
Western Civilization. A reform of our legal system is one 38 – just as the codification of
Roman law was one of the achievements of the late Classical world; Hammurabi did the
same for ancient Babylon.
In addition, in our 21st century there is ample opportunity for initiative and new
discoveries in engineering and technology; these disciplines usually enjoy their richest
development during the ‘autumn’ of a High Culture. 39 Furthermore, the Western mind
seems to have a particular aptitude for technology.
It would be a pity to ignore Spengler's writings purely on account of their controversial
political implications. The Decline of the West, particularly, contains a wealth of
information and ideas capable of providing stimulation and enjoyment for a specialist in
almost any field of knowledge.
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Two Concepts of ‘‘Civilization”
Ruan Wei
Ruanwei151018@263.net
Civilization Has Two Definitions.
The word ‘‘civilization” has two basic meanings rather than one. There has been much
discussion recently about civilizational conflicts and fusion. But to talk about such
fusions, we must keep in mind that the word ‘‘civilization’‘ has two basic meanings:
first, civilization cultural type or a way of life, and second, civilization as a historicocultural entity or a congeries of peoples sharing and practicing that particular set of
values or way of life.
The differences between the two concepts are not self-evident. Yet this is so because
they are often enmeshed. Their relationship is not ‘‘either/or” because there is no clear
demarcation line between them. If we talk about different cultural types or ways of life,
civilization in this sense means the basic values and related cultural practices, historical
memories, and the geographic configurations people share with one another. Yet this
kind of unity doesn’t necessarily mean political unity or a shared political stance and
commitment. For instance, although historically Muslims and Westerners had certain
aspects of their religions and cultures in common, politically the Islamic world and the
West have always been divided and generally hostile. And both civilizations have
suffered from internal warfare, as well.
Today, the European countries that comprise the European Union are trying to constitute
a unified entity, striving toward a super-sovereign state, a United States of Europe, very
much like America or China. But this is a massive job and predictably will take
generations to accomplish. In 2007 and 2008, the draft of a European constitution was
vetoed in referenda in Holland and France, referenda attempting to affirm a common
constitution. Even though the European Union is expected to emerge eventually as
something like a super-sovereign state, there is still a long way to go before the
European states can finally attain the goal of political unification and become a sort of
‘‘United States of Europe.”
Civilization in the sense of cultural type is defined by a common mode of thinking or
system of beliefs. Usually it includes not only a particular set of beliefs but also various
cultural practices, despite populations speaking various languages or dialects. In most
cases, civilization in this sense also shares a common geographic space, with Islam,
perhaps, as an exception (as it is scattered over huge expanses of land on two
continents). This lack of geographic continuity may be one factor in Islam’s failure to
modernize, along with the other cultural factors discussed in “Modernization or
Westernization: the Muslim World vs. the Rest,” authored by Laina Farhat-Holzman in
this issue.
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There are many East and West African countries that have adopted Islam in one way or
another. There are North African countries that are mainly Islamic. There are some
Islamic countries in Southeast Asia, too. There are many ethnic groups who believe in
Islam in China. So it seems that Islam is a very much a scattered religious, social, and
political phenomenon that does not have very clear boundaries.
It has to be noted, too, that civilization in the sense of cultural type is a long-term
dynamic structure. It is a particular spatio-temporal continuum that has existed for
thousands of years.
Diffusion of Cultures
Almost without exception, civilization in the sense of cultural type or way of life can be
separated from that of a particular historico-cultural entity or aggregate of peoples who
share a common way of life and a common geographic locus. Because these two aspects
of it can be discussed separately, the values of a particular congeries of peoples called
‘‘a civilization” can diffuse among other peoples in the world. Chinese civilization, for
example, was centered on ‘‘Zhong yuan” or Northern China. Soon it spread to other
parts of China. After the Qin unified China, it even expanded to Vietnam, Korea, and
Japan. Yet this kind of expansion was not accompanied by a massive immigration of the
Han Chinese bringing with them their particular way of life. It was mainly the
Vietnamese, Koreans, and Japanese who took the initiative in adopting the Chinese
values and cultures.
It is obvious that the culture of a civilization is not like intellectual property rights, in the
legal sense. If the idea of intellectual property rights was pursued to the limit, the
Japanese and Koreans would have to pay huge amounts of patent fees to China, for they
adopted Chinese culture almost wholesale. Similarly, China would have to pay a great
deal to the West because in the past 170 years or so, it has borrowed massively from the
West. Yet before the 16th century, the West adopted crucial technologies -- Arabic
numerals, gun powder, paper, and the compass -- from the East. So, there is a
‘‘civilizational debt” on the part of the West, too. But this is already history, vague
history to many, and intermediate peoples or cultures between the East and West also
propagated these technologies. Inventions of a civilization are very different from the
idea of an intellectual property right --- they can diffuse easily.
If the cultural practice of a civilization has inherent values in it, in one way or another
and sooner or later it will diffuse to other peoples, to be adopted by them, to be made
use of and improved upon by them. But in many cases this kind of cultural
dissemination is not wholesale or unselective adoption. Rather it’s highly selective. In
this connection, Japan is a good case in point. Some aspects of Chinese civilization were
adopted by Japanese in a selective manner, as they preferred certain aspects of Chinese
culture and rejected others. Here attention should be paid to the fact that in contrast, the
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Koreans and Vietnamese in ancient times imported Chinese culture in a much more
‘‘faithful” or ‘‘authentic” manner than did the Japanese.
Often, the diffusion of the values and cultural practices of a civilization is a result of
conquest by people who originally ‘‘invented” them. Often, the conquest was followed
by oppression, exploitation and even enslavement. In Western antiquity, during the
Hellenistic period, the Greeks conquered huge expanses of land in West Asia and North
Africa. They brought with them Greek culture, but not the equality that Greeks had
among themselves. They were the conquerors, and the local peoples were the
conquered, a relationship between the ruler and the ruled. However, sometimes culture
is not totally in the hands of the conquerors. Sometimes, conquerors became the ones
who were culturally conquered in the end. In a matter of decades, the conquerors would
be submerged in the formerly conquered civilization.
When conquerors bring a culture to a region that already has an advanced civilization,
one that is more sophisticated than that of the conquerors, the conquered culture can
swamp the invaders. This may have been the case with the Greeks [see Walbank, 1992].
Because the conquered Eastern nations had their own dynamic cultures, cultures as old
as Egypt and Syria, and because these cultures had influenced the Greeks for 2000
years, the cultural changes were Greek, not Egyptian and Syrian.
A comparable case is that of the nomads in northern China, who invaded and conquered
Han Chinese from time to time. Just as these conquering nomads were culturally
conquered by the Han Chinese, the Greeks were eventually converted to the values and
cultures that had been evolving in Egyptian and Syriac societies for centuries.
In the end, the Greeks and Romans adopted a new religion, Christianity, which in its
ethos is an Oriental religion. So at least it can be fairly safely said that a few centuries
after the Greeks invaded West Asia and North Africa, bringing their ingenious culture
there with them, a kind of cultural fusion occurred there, one in which it was Eastern
rather than Greco-Roman religions that played the protagonist. The Greeks and Romans
as conquerors became the conquered in the end.
Integration as a Way of Civilizational Growth
If civilization in the sense of cultural type is usually made of various constituent
elements, it then follows that when one civilization encounters another, their respective
components may collide and fuse. Both may then undergo substantial changes and a
new round of civilizational fusion or hybridization may occur.
Sometimes this takes a long time, perhaps two or three hundred years, or even longer.
Today, civilizational hybridization is happening everywhere. This current process of
hybridization is of global dimensions and is taking place very fast. Only a decade ago,
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the average person in the West did not know much about China, a situation that has
markedly changed today.
In mainstream newspapers and magazines such as Time, Newsweek, the Economist and
The New York Times, there is news about China almost every day. Thus it is not odd at
all for New Yorkers to celebrate the Chinese Spring Festivals, very much like the
Chinese celebrating Christmas nowadays. In this process of civilizational integration,
elements of a heterogeneous civilization might be absorbed into another. So in the
future, there will probably emerge a new culture or even a new global civilization, of a
highly mixed nature.
Buddhism as a Cultural Transplant.
The importation of Buddhism into China is not only the adoption by the Chinese of an
Indian religion, but also the appropriation of cultural elements from India [Ruan, 2011].
Actually, the ancient Indian civilization had only one way of influencing other parts of
East Asia and that was through Buddhism. Thus, if we examine Buddhist doctrines in
Chinese, we will come across things that are not exclusively Buddhist but are the
legends, fables, mythologies, or customs of ancient India as a whole.
With Buddhism integrated into China, much Indian culture was incorporated into
Chinese civilization. Buddhist stories and some important concepts, such as dharma,
atman and moksha, are not confined to Buddhism as a distinct religion, but are found in
other Indian religions or in Indian civilization as a whole. Other Indian religions or
philosophies such as Brahmanism, Lokayta, Ajivakism and Jainism, shared very much
the same legends, fables, mythologies or customs as Buddhism [Warder, 1980].
Even if these religions or philosophies were not introduced into China and had never
been known to the Chinese, they nevertheless shared these same aspects with Buddhism.
Also, concepts or stories of other Indian religions, such as Jainism, might have passed
for Buddhist doctrines. Therefore, the importation of Buddhism meant the appropriation
not only of a religion but of important aspects of an entire civilization.
After Buddhism was transplanted to China, it would sooner or later become Sinicized. It
might take a long time, say, a few hundred to even a thousand years, for it to be
completely Sinicized, or to evolve into a sort of Chinese Buddhism, such as Zen. 3 There
is no doubt that Zen is a kind of Sinicized Buddhism. Apart from ‘‘Zen,” there were
quite a few other Buddhist denominations. They are all Sinicized Buddhisms. They can
all be regarded very much as a transformation from the ‘‘original” Indian Buddhism.
They are all sophisticated forms of religion, yet all underwent important metamorphosis
3

Why is it ‘‘Zen” rather than the proper Chinese pronunciation of ‘‘Chan’‘? Because in Japanese
it is pronounced as ‘‘Zen” and the Westerners transliterated it from Japanese. Therefore
nowadays when Westerners mention ‘‘Chan Zong’‘, they use the name ‘‘Zen Buddhism’‘.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol67/iss67/16

24

Review: Full Issue

20

Number 67, Fall 2012

and maturation in China, which took a long time, at least seven or eight hundred years
after Buddhism was first introduced into China.
Christianity as a Cultural Transplant
When we talk about Christianity, we are actually talking about civilizational encounter,
engagement, and eventual integration. Christianity is an offspring of three parent
civilizations: Greco-Roman; Jewish, and Syriac. Thus it can be said that Christianity is a
typical hybrid religion, incorporating religious and cultural elements evolving in West
Asian and the Mediterranean, a region seen by Toynbee as a civilizational ‘‘cauldron”
or a locus of religious ‘‘syncretism” [Toynbee, 1947, Vol. I, Pages 473-82]. This
syncretism embraced more civilizational encounters, engagements, conflicts, and
integration than anywhere else in the world, even more than had happened in the history
of China.
In this connection, it can be said that a civilization that has survived the vagaries of
history and is still alive today is invariably a hybrid. It is a super mixture of
heterogeneous components and wholesale civilizations or religions. There is no such a
thing as a ‘‘pure” civilization. There are no “pure” Han Chinese either; this is an
invention. In actual fact, the Han are a mixture of races and ethnic groups.
They are a super mixture because for thousands of years, different peoples or ethnic
groups moved to where China now to find their ‘‘lebensraum,” only to engage and
mingle with one another (Yi, 2012). Perhaps we can talk about ‘‘pure’‘Japanese, since
they are much more homogeneous racially, but even there, not altogether.
But genetically, the Chinese are much more heterogeneous than previously thought.
That is a very big difference. Occasionally we can see in the streets of China a man or
woman who looks Western, with a big nose and deep eye sockets, but their manners,
facial expressions, body gestures and the way they speak are completely Chinese. In fact
there is genetic connection, though remote, between ethnic Han Chinese on the one hand
and Westerners or Africans on the other. (For this there is anthropological and
archaeological evidence, as Professor Li Ji’s research shows [Li 2005: Pages 352-53]. In
most cases we cannot tell what happened exactly, even five generations ago. China is
such a place where numerous tribes or peoples came, settled down, and mingled, and
eventually there emerged the Han Chinese, who are just a mixture of races.
A Civilization Should Be Open and Inclusive.
It should always be in a process of becoming, for it is never a finished product. If a
civilization is dynamic, it is forever changing and always open-minded. Therefore we
are in no position to say that it is in its final configuration. Also, a civilization can rise
and fall and can even disappear completely in history. But if it is dynamic, it must be
evolving rather than stagnant, diversified rather than homogeneous, inclusive rather
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exclusive, and open-minded rather than close-minded. As it is extremely important for
one civilization to maintain its identity when encountering another or when interacting
with another, it should try to maintain its essential characteristics, while at the same time
creatively remaking itself. That is to say, a healthy society must always be one which
tries vigorously to preserve its integrity or essence, but at the same time forever opens
itself to absorb new nutrients and advance with time. It should be a historico-cultural
entity that makes progress everyday and innovates everyday.
Certain ethnic groups can be seen as the original ‘‘inventor” of a civilization. Here we
may bring in the ancient Egyptians and Sumerians. There are also civilizations in the
way of historico-cultural entities that may not be seen as ‘‘original.” Nevertheless, they
could be good at appropriating other peoples’ cultures. For instance, the Germans at the
beginning of the Middle Ages adopted Christianity from the Mediterranean peoples;
Arabs, Islam; Russians, Eastern Orthodox Christianity; Japanese, Chinese cultures and
religions [Ruan, 2006]. Although these peoples also have their own cultures or
civilizations today, in a strict sense, none of them are ‘‘inventors” of civilizations. They
just borrowed their civilizations from somewhere else. Yet, when the Japanese imported
Chinese culture, they were being very selective. More importantly, they had their own
innovations.
Apart from borrowing the Chinese versions of Confucianism and Buddhism, there were
also indigenous Japanese elements, such as Shinto. It is certain that all these peoples
inherited cultures and religions that had been evolving somewhere else for centuries.
Western, Islamic, and Russian civilizations historically all had these three common
parental civilizations: Syriac, Jewish, and Greco-Roman societies.
However, Syriac and Greco-Roman civilizations were not really ‘‘original” civilizations
either, for they also had their own cultural parents. Before Syriac and Greco-Roman
societies, there were Egyptian, Sumerian, Cretan, Babylonian and Hittite civilizations.
So, even Syriac and Greco-Roman civilizations were late comers in history and had
other cultures as their predecessors. They came late and picked up the technologies, arts,
literatures and religions already there. With these they developed their own cultural
identities, gradually.
Here, again Japan has to be mentioned. It can be said that the parent of Japanese
civilization is China. Due to military and political pressures, Japanese systematically
imported Chinese culture, beginning from the 7th century or the early Tang onward.
Having been transplanted, Chinese culture profoundly changed the structure of Japanese
society and greatly increased its productivity, thus raising its civilizational level
considerably. Thus, it is legitimate to talk about parent and child civilizations, Japanese
civilization being the offspring of its Chinese parent. Before the Japanese imported
Chinese culture, China had been evolving on the continent for roughly 2000 years, if
Xia is taken as the beginning of Chinese civilization.
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The Unity of the Two Concepts
Though civilization as an aggregate of peoples differs from civilization as a way of life,
the two concepts are related. Civilization as a way of life should always provide the
basis for identity, or a sense of belonging, to those who practice its values. So the
relationship between the two is very much like the two sides of a coin; without the one,
the other cannot be. As a historico-cultural entity with various peoples and ethnic groups
sharing a common locus and a common set of values, a civilization can structurally
appropriate the components of another while retaining its own identity. It can even
absorb the elements of several other civilizations while still retaining its identity or
essential cultural traits.
India as a Modern Example
In 1947, when the modern Indian state was founded, India had already contained three
major civilizations: Hindu, Islamic, and Western. Now, there are at least 130 to 150
million Muslims in India (the Muslim population of Pakistan is not much larger than
that of India and before 1947 Pakistan was part of India) and a substantial number of
Christians. Although India has absorbed so many heterogeneous elements, it still keeps
its own civilizational integrity. It is still unmistakably India. Even the physical
appearance of an Indian or the physical aspect of geographical India immediately
reveals that the person is unmistakably Indian and India is unmistakably India.
Yet there are circumstances in which, despite a common religion, the results can be seen
as different civilizations. We may diffentiate European, Latin American, and North
American civilizations to illustrate the point. Some consider them three different
civilizations, but others think them offspring of one Western civilization. But some see
Western civilization as distinct from Eastern Orthodox civilization, although both have
Christian origins [Bagby, 1963; Braudel, 1994].
Russia demonstrates the point. Russian civilization is certainly of the Eastern Orthodox
type. To a great extent, it can be seen as a close cultural relative of Western Christian
civilization, but for geo-political, ethnic and various historico-cultural reasons, Eastern
Orthodox and Western Christian societies have been often hostile rivals. Similarly,
modern China and Japan share Sinic cultures in common, but very often for geopolitical, ethnic, and various historico-cultural reasons, they are not regarded as one
cultural entity. In many cases they are seen as two distinct and even rival civilizations.
To make things even more complicated, Western- and Russian-type Christianities,
Judaism, Islam, and even the Monophysites in Armenia, Ethiopia, Egypt, and Nestorian
Christians, all share the same Syriac and Greco-Roman roots. All these religions can be
seen as belonging to one super Syriac civilization [Bagby, 1963], despite the fact that all
of them inherited a great deal from Greco-Roman society, i.e., its philosophical ideas,
material infrastructures, and political institutions. Although they are culturally or
religiously bound to one another, for geographical, ethnic and historico-cultural reasons,
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these religions have been seen as distinct historical entities or different ‘‘civilizations”
by such thinkers as Toynbee and Huntington.
A Civilization Should Always Evolve and Grow
A civilization should also be something that is always evolving and growing. It is
forever a stream of dynamism incessantly flowing, rather than stagnant. If the concept of
cultural type is legitimate, so must be the concept of historico-cultural entity. In this
connection, China, America, India, Europe, and even Russia can all be seen as gigantic
historico-cultural entities. Yet at an initial stage, they were all only a cluster of scattered
tribes, but they shared linguistic roots. We see this in the Sino-Tibetan language family,
which includes a multitude of Chinese, Tibetan, Thai and Burmese tongues. We also see
the Indo-European language family, which includes Germanic, Slavonic, even IndoIranian languages. Historically, ethnic groups in a certain area might have conflicts with
one another, but they might cooperate with each other, too, or engage with other human
groups peacefully. They may even incorporate one another. Eventually they were
integrated into larger and larger entities.
We know historically that a powerful early state incorporated less powerful groups one
after another, and at last there was that giant thing: ‘‘civilization” [Ruan, 2006]. Having
passed the initial stage of birth, a civilization may evolve further and grow into an
empire, such as Persian, Greco-Roman, and Qin-Han empires. We may talk about the
Arab Caliphate. We can even talk about the Mongolian empire under Genghis Khan or
Kublai Khan. Civilization in the sense of empire can embrace many dynasties, one
dynasty succeeding or replacing another. We may take Egyptian civilization before the
Persian and Greek invasions. Egypt had been evolving along the Nile for 3000 years.
During this time, there had been successive dynasties, more dynasties even than in
Chinese history. And, there had been many dynasties in Chinese civilization before
1911. Compared with other dynasties in history, these were massive in terms of territory
and population.
Some civilizations, for example, that of the Persians and Mongolians, did not outlast
their imperial periods. The Persians did enjoy 1,000 years of imperial prominence, but
after the Islamic conquest, it never recovered.
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Civilizational State Versus Nation State
Some civilizations are made of a congeries of peoples or ethnic groups sharing a
common geographic locus and a common set of values. A civilization in this sense is
also a combination of shared history, shared culture, and shared socio-political
institutions. Europe, China and India are all like that. A civilization in this sense could
be something which not only includes a variety of peoples or ethnic groups but also vast
spaces. Such a civilization can even appear to be a nation state, like modern China and
modern India. India and China each can be called a ‘‘civilizational state” [Jacques,
2010].
A civilizational state is a political configuration similar to a nation state. Like a nation
state, it has its sovereignty, but it is at the same time a massive aggregate of nations or
ethnic groups which a nation state is simply not. Europe has many nation states.
Although Europe is not as huge as China in geographic and demographic terms, it
comprises many nation states. In contrast, China and India have many peoples and
ethnic groups yet present themselves as sovereign entities, very much like a nation state
of Europe. Indeed, China as a civilization does appear to be a nation state. Civilization
in the sense of a congeries of peoples and a super hybrid of cultures and religions can be
a colossal political, economic, and cultural totality that includes a variety of ethnic
groups, languages and vernacular cultures, yet it may also pass for a nation state.
The Chinese ‘‘Diaspora”
Civilization in the sense of a demographic entity can also include a group of people who
present themselves as diaspora, a population with no territorial or political sovereignty.
The Jewish diaspora was like that. They were a guest people everywhere. Historically
they were treated badly by host nations, especially in economically bad times and during
crises. That was the situation for the Jews in Europe. To a lesser extent, that is the
situation in which overseas Chinese have found themselves in Southeast Asia, too. Here,
attention should also be drawn to the Indian Diaspora in East Africa. Historically,
especially when times were bad, the Indians, Chinese, and Jews as guest peoples were
persecuted by host nations, sometimes expelled, and occasionally massacred.
Take the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia. Economically, the Chinese are a dominant
people in that region. In the Philippines, the Chinese today make up roughly 1.5 % of
the total population, but perhaps about 90% of the Filipino economy is in the hand of
the Chinese. The Filipinos have generally been tolerant toward their Chinese population.
But in 1997 and 1998, during the economic crisis of Southeast Asia, overseas Chinese
were persecuted in Indonesia. Chinese shops were looted or burned. Nevertheless, the
problem was addressed soon so that the Chinese have lived in relative peace ever since.
As the Chinese are an economically dominant group there, it can be assumed that the
politically dominant Malays in Indonesia will continue to be a basically tolerant people.
Yet in Indonesia, 4 % of the entire population is Chinese, roughly 8 million [see, for
example, Baidu Baike: “The Chinese population in Indonesia”].
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In Malaysia, ethnic Chinese make up about 24 % of the entire population [Baidu:
‘‘Malaysian Chinese”]. Overseas Chinese there tend to be economically powerful,
although there are also laborers and petty shopkeepers. Only a small proportion of them
are really wealthy. Demographically, overseas Chinese have made significant
contributions to Southeast Asia. They have played a crucial role in the nation building of
Southeast Asian countries. In fact they have been living there in substantial numbers
ever since the 16th century, although often on a razor’s edge.
While in terms of nationality, overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia are not Chinese any
more, culturally they still are. They speak Chinese, write Chinese and practice Chinese
culture. They celebrate Chinese festivals. Above all, they have traditional Chinese
values. Thus, Chinese and local peoples and cultures need to incorporate into one mixed
culture and one mixed race. Thailand has done an excellent job of incorporating their
Chinese. Thai Chinese no longer have Chinese names, which the Thais consider a
benefit to integration. Indonesia has done this as well. So far, Malaysia, Burma, and
Vietnam have not.
The Enhancing Power of Civilization
One last point: An advanced civilization can play a key role in enhancing a relatively
backward culture by dramatically raising its social development level. Ready examples
are the Russians adopting Eastern Orthodox religion and the Japanese adopting Chinese
culture. Before that, Russians and Japanese were just tribal alliances still at the stage of
the early state. Yet after that they picked up momentum and began to develop rapidly.
The Arabs are an even better case. They had been a distinct backwater living in the
Arabian Peninsula for centuries before Islam emerged. They had played only an
insignificant role in shaping the Roman or Syriac societies [Ruan, 2006]. They had been
a nomadic people at the periphery of civilization in West Asia. But after adopting Islam,
they suddenly assumed control at the center stage of history. Soon they would
encompass immense areas of the inhabited world: the entire Middle East, part of West
Europe, part of East and West Africa, Central Asia, northwest China and a large part of
India. Finally, in the 14th century, Islam arrived where Malaysia and Indonesia are now.
So, it can safely be asserted that an advanced civilization can often radically enhance a
relatively backward people.
But here, again, is a perfect case of how the concepts of civilization (a) as a way of life
and (b) as a demographic entity sharing a certain way of life can be viewed as distinct
from one another and treated separately.
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A Confucian Case for Economic Freedom
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Introduction
The current economic and geopolitical rise of China and its East Asian neighbors is a
crucial watershed moment in world history, representing an eastward shift of power and
influence with little precedent in modern history. Unlike the various Western powers
that have risen and fallen in prominence over the last several centuries, the nations of
East Asia are steeped in independent and heavily Confucian traditions that remain
distinct from the philosophical, political, and economic heritage that has framed the
development of Europe and its cultural offspring. What remains to be seen is how
effectively these rising nations will integrate the practices and institutions of marketdriven and industrialized economics with the deeply rooted and remarkably resilient sets
of values that continue to shape the lives and attitudes of the vast population of the
region—a process that has already begun, but which is far from complete.
Rooting the political, legal, and economic reforms necessary to sustain growth,
prosperity, and friendly trading relations in the ideas and language of existing regional
norms is likely to provide a smoother and more sustainable method of guiding this
transition than attempting to impose Western values and institutions from the top down.
With special attention given to foundational Confucian texts, this paper responds to the
challenges at hand by demonstrating that the basic principles of economic freedom
underlying the 21st Century economy find support within the core values that already
characterize the Confucian worldview.
Specifically, there is a strong case for the key principles of freedom of exchange, basic
property rights, and the mutually binding nature of contractual obligations through the
lens of the Confucian emphasis on the necessities of benevolent governance, human
dignity and self-cultivation, and the reciprocal nature of human relationships. By
developing a proper understanding of the relationship between these principles, we can
facilitate more effective and meaningful discussions about education and policy
formulation both within East Asia and with respect to bilateral political, cultural, and
economic interaction between East Asian nations and those of Europe and the Western
Hemisphere.
“He, who by revising the old knows the new, is fit to be a teacher.”
Analects 2.11 1

1

The Analects of Confucius. Trans. Simon Leys. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1997. Print. p.7
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China’s Rise
Western scholars, leaders, and citizens are gradually beginning to recognize one of the
reasons why the economic and geopolitical rise of China and the other East Asian
nations within its historical sphere of influence is a crucial watershed moment in world
history. For the first time since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, the global flow of
power and interaction is adjusting to restore proportional influence to a part of the world
that presents a cohesive cultural and philosophical alternative to the ideas, values, and
institutions of the West. In both conscious and subconscious ways, the paradigms of
East Asia remain deeply rooted in a Confucian cultural context, and this 2500-year-old
backdrop has consistently resisted any and all attempts to erase it or to replace it, instead
proving itself to be both resilient and amenable to further development and adaptation to
changing circumstances.
In a 21st Century economy that relies on division of labor, market based trade, and the
ability of the individual to independently acquire and utilize economic resources, it is
absolutely essential that we successfully integrate the ideas and institutions of economic
freedom with the cultural context in which well over one billion human beings—in
some of the world’s most powerful and productive nations—live and work every day.
This is not an impossible challenge. It is certainly true that current ideas and values
regarding economic and political theory, and individual rights and liberty, have
developed in a particular Western historical context. However, exploring the values,
ideas, and writings of Confucian thought over the last two and half millennia shows that
it is also fully possible for economic freedom to survive and thrive in societies
permeated by Confucian thought. In the process of exploring the connections and
principles involved, we may find inspiration for understanding how laws and institutions
in East Asian nations may continue to be improved and how the nations, businesses, and
peoples of both East and West can more successfully interact and grow in the 21st
Century.
The range of ideas related to economic freedom is broad, the range of ethical and
political perspectives within the Confucian tradition equally so. Given this, we must
begin the conversation by narrowing the playing field to certain fundamentals. For the
purposes of this essay, it would not be appropriate to argue for or against specific
formulations or ways of institutionalizing economic systems and policies.
Instead, we will lay a foundation by more generally considering the basic roots of
economic freedom in terms of three principles: 1) the right of individuals and groups to
engage in free, honest, and voluntary exchange of goods and services that they have to
offer; 2) the right of individuals and groups to acquire and dispose of material resources
as they please, providing they do not infringe on the rights of others to do the same (i.e.,
by means of forcible coercion or fraud); and 3) the recognition of the fundamental
validity of contractual agreements related to the voluntary exchange of goods and
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services as mutually binding on all parties, provided that these contracts meet the
requirements of the preceding principles.
Western treatments of these ideas are typically rooted in a rich tradition of social
contract theory and natural rights theory that is in many ways quite different from the
classical Confucian worldview, but this paper will show that they can find alternative
support within a Confucian framework as well—a sort of convergent evolution of
ethical and political ideas. For the time being, we can set aside questions of structure
and implementation (such as whether there are particular forms of commercial activity
that should be specifically prohibited, how these principles should be enforced, etc.),
saving such issues for later discussion and debate. At present, we can focus on the basic
challenge of relating these principles of economic freedom to the Confucian tradition,
and we can do so by focusing on Confucian values of benevolent political structures,
human dignity and cultivation, and relational norms of loyalty and reciprocity.
“The Governor of She asked Confucius about government. The Master said: ‘Make the
local people happy and attract migrants from afar.’”
The Analects 13.16 2
Benevolence and Economic Reality
Despite their roots in a political and economic climate dominated by feudalism and
despotism, Confucius and his students came to advocate a radical position based on the
premise that power is and must be rooted in morality rather than force, and that the core
of this moral justification was the pursuit of the well-being of the people in their care by
those in control of political institutions. Roughly two millennia before the European
Enlightenment, the Confucian theorist Mencius had already taken this idea to justify the
removal and potentially even the execution of incompetent and tyrannical rulers. 3
Regardless of how well or how poorly it has been applied in various times and places
throughout history (certainly the associated rhetoric of the “Mandate of Heaven” has
regularly played some part in dynastic transitions), the essence of the Confucian idea of
effective leadership and good governance is the pursuit of the interests of the citizenry.
We find ample evidence of this in Mencius, who explains to a ruler that if he “practices
benevolent government towards the people” 4 it will set him on the road to military
victory, draw skilled immigrants and political influence into his hands, 5 and otherwise
benefit him. Mencius makes the question of benevolent governance even more
fundamental in an early rebuke to the ruler, asking “what is the point of mentioning the
word ‘profit’? All that matters is that there should be benevolence and rightness.” 6
2

The Analects of Confucius, p.63
Mencius. Trans. D. C. Lau. London: Penguin Classics, 1970. Print. p.22 -23
4
Mencius, p.7-8
5
Mencius, p.13
6
Mencius, p.3
3
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In the apparently moralistic admonition just mentioned, we seem at risk of running into
a snag—Mencius is dismissing the notion of profit, but isn’t profit what economic
activity and market exchange are all about? In fact, this is where the “ought” of moral
theory meets the “is” of the empirical sciences—in the increasingly inescapable fact that
economic freedom plays a crucial role in promoting efficient allocation of resources,
creativity, and economic growth, thus generating higher standards of living and
improving the lot of the population relative to the poverty generated by the crude
exploitation of feudalism or the disastrous inefficiency of top-heavy command
economies.
It should not surprise contemporary readers, for example, to note that modern empirical
research shows a strong correlation between economic freedom and prosperity. 7 In fact,
however, such economic realities were not entirely lost on Mencius himself, in light of
his emphasis on general prosperity as a goal and sign of successful benevolent
governance, as seen in his confident pronouncement that “when those who are seventy
wear silk and eat meat and the masses are neither cold nor hungry, it is impossible for
their prince not to be a true King.” 8
Even Xunzi, representative of a more pessimistic and coercive strain of Confucian
thought, lists the need “to govern fairly and to love the people” among the three great
obligations of a ruler, 9 suggests that it is characteristic of a true king that “his
benevolence is the loftiest in the world,” 10 and—crucially—claims that “a king enriches
his people”—this being what distinguishes him from a mere dictator or the head of a
failed state. 11
It is hardly radical to argue that safeguarding freedoms that visibly improve the health
and happiness of the public is in harmony with a political philosophy that emphasizes
the moral responsibilities of the government toward the public. Indeed, this is implicitly
(and sometimes explicitly) recognized in East Asian political discourse today,
particularly in China itself as it has increasingly opened up its domestic economic
policies in the midst of a gradual transition away from the central planning approach
that held back economic growth for much of the Twentieth Century. Moreover, we see
this explicitly grappled with by classical Confucian thinkers within the framework of
benevolent governance already discussed.
7

Readers looking for a more focused treatment of this particular issue may find the following article
interesting:
Williamson, Claudia R., and Rachel L. Mathers. "Economic Freedom, Culture, and Growth." Public
Choice 148.3-4 (2011): 313-35. Print.
8
Mencius, p.6
9
Xunzi. Basic Writings. Trans. Burton Watson. New York: Columbia University Press, 2003. Print.p.39
10
Xunzi, p.43
11
Xunzi, p.40
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As early as these ancient writers, we find Mencius (caught between a more laissez-faire
approach over some issues and a tendency toward favoring regulatory intervention over
others) advocating low taxes and low tariffs in order to encourage economic activity.12
All the while he is struggling to simultaneously advocate avoiding interference in
productive activity on the one hand alongside imposing regulations to address what are
still grappled with as potential market failures today on the other. 13 Similarly, Xunzi
chimes in with his own explicit and decidedly laissez-faire recommendation that “goods
and grain shall be allowed to circulate freely, so that there is no hindrance or stagnation
in distribution” amongst his proposals for regulations and tax policy. 14
Certainly, this vigorous position in favor of benevolent governance is neither new to
current readers nor unique to the Confucian tradition, and there are times when
Confucian writers seem at odds with the kind of social mobility and freedom of
exchange that characterize contemporary free market economies. However, an attentive
reading of the classical Confucian texts does show that the language and principles of
this kind of good governance, a pragmatic approach to pursuing public well-being, and
an awareness that economic prosperity is a crucial component of this process are all
strongly present within the tradition.
As the preceding analysis of these principles and the correlation between the
institutional safeguarding of economic freedom and the growth of economic prosperity
shows, connecting our increased knowledge about how economies function with
Confucian principles provides a strong case that government support for freedom of
exchange can be rooted in a Confucian moral framework.
That said, there are two other ingredients in the basic recipe of economic freedom, and
both are necessary to allow freedom of exchange to function properly in practice. The
two pieces remaining are respect for (and legal recognition of) property rights and the
legitimacy and binding nature of the contract, and both concepts can find backing in the
writings and values of the classical Confucian writers as well.
“A gentleman seeks harmony, but not conformity. A vulgar man
seeks conformity, but not harmony.”
The Analects 13:23 15

12

Mencius, p.37
Mencius, p.5-6
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Xunzi, p.45
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The Analects of Confucius, p.64
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Property and Human Dignity
Although Confucian values are usually understood to be more collectivist than
individualistic in nature, this is actually something of a faulty caricature of the
Confucian moral framework. Rather than seeking the benefit of an abstract collective
“society”, Confucius and his disciples articulated their views through a consistent focus
on tangible relationships between individual human beings. Through a relational
perspective that in many ways bridges the gap between individualistic and collectivist
moral thought, the early thinkers of the Confucian tradition were able to harmonize a
focus on group interests and obligations with a view of individual cultivation and
flourishing. Part of the bedrock for this connection lies in a deeply held appreciation for
human dignity, and it is this key notion that provides the next anchor point between
Confucian norms and economic freedom.
As with many ideas and values within Confucian thought, a great deal more about
human dignity is implied by the context of and relationship between different passages
than is explicitly stated, but we do find key passages and points of emphasis that make
apparent just how important the concept is to classical Confucian writers. One of the
most striking passages in Mencius, for example, is that amidst wide-ranging discussions
of governance and the common good, he cites one of the key similarities between the
admirable trio of Po Yi, Yi Yin, and Confucius himself as being that despite their
extraordinary leadership bestowing them with the ability to effectively govern the
Chinese Empire, “had it been necessary to perpetrate one wrongful deed or to kill one
innocent man in order to gain the Empire, none of them would have consented to it.” 16
Far from the rhetoric of a collectivist meat grinder willing to sacrifice the individual to
a greater cause whenever necessary, this is the voice of a teacher who places great value
on the individual—and without this recognition it would be impossible to make sense of
the concrete relational terms of Confucian ethics, or of its emphasis on self-cultivation
and the nature of the “gentleman”—the most common Confucian depiction of what a
person should strive to be.
Indeed, we see Confucius and Mencius regularly delving into individual improvement,
Xunzi devoting entire essays to topics such as “Encouraging Learning” and “Improving
Yourself”, and perhaps the greatest split between Mencius and Xunzi focusing on
competing views of human nature and its implications for both individual selfimprovement and social institutions. That said, what do property rights have to do with
human dignity and wellbeing? In fact, what are property rights?
In their most basic form, setting aside details of legal codes, taxation, and land titles,
property rights are the institutionalization of the freedom of each individual to choose
how to dispose of the goods produced by or acquired through his or her own labor or
16

Mencius, p.35
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voluntary exchange. It is a simple protection from the coercive usurpation of control
over an individual’s labor or over what an individual has acquired through non-coercive
activity himself. Property rights are nothing more than a concrete way of establishing a
fundamental recognition of self-determination, precisely because an individual must be
free to apply his labor as he chooses and dispose of the output of his labor as he chooses
in order to have any meaningful control over the activities and circumstances of his life.
Without such control, the individual would lack the material means to pursue selfcultivation, to respond to the duties of interpersonal relationships, or to otherwise
effectively engage in the virtuous and benevolent activities esteemed so highly by
Confucian thinkers. Indeed, some more recent writers working in Western traditions,
such as the Aristotelian Liberal theorists Douglas Rasmussen and Douglas Den Uyl,
argue that human predispositions and capacities—and therefore human modes of selfcultivation and flourishing—are so varied that these goals can never be met without
securing the freedom of individuals to direct their own resources toward their own
ends. 17 This seems to be a consideration of as great a level of potential significance to
Confucian thought as to any other framework.
With these factors in mind, it seems that yet again, even where we lack a clear general
theory of the concept within the writings of the classical Confucian thinkers, it is hardly
an unusual leap to suggest that the institutionalization of property rights fits comfortably
within the classical Confucian positions on moral autonomy and cultivation, the
obligations of direct human relationships, and the connection of these concepts to
individual dignity and moral worth. Indeed, just as genuine freedom of exchange is
impossible without a notion of property rights to clarify who can exchange what with
whom, it seems difficult in a modern economic environment to make a case for
benevolent government (at least one that recognizes the individual as having distinct
moral worth) that does not protect such rights as a means of securing individual freedom
of action against coercion and de facto enslavement. The centrality of human dignity to
Confucian relational ethics and the practical impact of property, labor, and exchange on
human agency thus dovetail quite well with the previous discussion of the connection
between economic freedom and benevolent governance.
“The Master said: ‘Shen, my doctrine has one single thread running through it.’
Master Zeng Shen replied: ‘Indeed.’
The Master left. The other disciples asked: ‘What did he mean?’ Master Zeng said:
‘The doctrine of the Master is: Loyalty and reciprocity, and that’s all.’”
The Analects 4.15 18
17

Rasmussen, Douglas B., and Douglas J. Den Uyl. “Making Room for Business Ethics: Rights as
Metanorms for Market and Moral Values,” The Journal of Private Enterprise 24.2 (Spring
2009): 1-19; Rasmussen, Douglas B., and Douglas J. Den Uyl. Norms of Liberty: A Perfectionist
Basis for Non-perfectionist Politics. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State UP, 2005. Print.
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Contracts and Freedom of Exchange as Loyalty and Reciprocity
Contracts, like freedom of exchange, are not simply a Modernist idea, nor are either of
these norms that should necessarily be deemed either essentially Western or facets of
atomistic individualism. Rather, each is fundamentally the expression (and protection)
of an idea about how human beings relate to one another. In fact, the ideas of freedom
of exchange and the binding nature of contractual agreements are best understood as
positions on how people should properly relate to one another in economic affairs, and
the nature of these ideas enables their adaptation to the norms of Confucian society and
philosophy more readily than is sometimes assumed. The basis of Confucian ethics is
arguably its emphasis on different kinds of human relationships and the necessarily
reciprocal expectations and responsibilities that characterize each possible relationship.
Just as with property rights, the connection of contracts to Confucian thought requires a
definition of a contract. In basic terms, a contract is a voluntary agreement that
establishes a relationship between two or more parties, outlining their rights and
responsibilities within that relationship, as well as the nature of the relationship itself.
Perhaps here more than anywhere else, the link to Confucian norms is easy to see.
The importance of human relationships, the duties they involve, and their role as the
concrete context for learning and moral action have always been among the most
prominent (arguably the most prominent) pillars of Confucian thought, and they are
considered central to any discussion of humanity, morality, or society. Xunzi succinctly
states “The correct relationships between ruler and subject, father and son, elder and
younger brother, and husband and wife begin and are carried through to the end, end and
begin again. They share the order of Heaven and earth, they last for ten thousand
generations. They are what is called the great foundation.” 19
Although they may sometimes be more limited in duration and content, is it a
tremendous leap to envision the correct relationships between employer and employee,
buyer and seller, and partners in a business venture as being, in their own way, equally
important spheres of moral obligation, serving as the “great foundation” of economic
enterprise and general prosperity?
A contract is nothing more or less than a document that creates a relationship and
outlines the roles and duties of the parties within that relationship, forming a context all
too familiar to a student of Confucian thought. Just as we can see the link between open
economic policy, freedom of exchange, prosperity, and benevolent governance, and just
as we can understand property rights—or freedom to choose and direct one’s economic
activity more broadly—as a condition of the kind of human dignity upon which
Confucian ethics of relationships and self-cultivation are built, we can understand
contracts as a means of bringing the Confucian emphasis on the ethics of relationships—
19

Xunzi, p.47
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characterized by loyalty and reciprocity—into the dynamic conditions of the economic
sphere.
In fact, it may be a crucial means of binding economic behavior to the broader context
of human life and moral consideration.
Recognizing that economic freedom is essential to material welfare, that property rights
are inextricably connected to the human agency and dignity that make genuine
relationships possible, and, finally, that economic exchange is an expansion of the
playing field for Confucian relational ethics (rather than an inherent threat to such an
approach) makes the compatibility between classical Confucian thought and the
institutionalization of economic freedom appear much more natural than our first
intuitions might have suggested.
Perhaps, despite the gulf in time and space, many of these Confucian principles aren’t
quite so foreign to the Western world of today as they may have seemed at first glance.
“The Master made use of four things in his teaching: literature;
life’s realities; loyalty; good faith.”
The Analects 7.25 20
Finding Points of Understanding
To claim that Confucian thought is naturally or necessarily market friendly would be
both crude and divorced from a thorough reading of both Confucian writers and broader
Chinese history. However, the Confucian tradition consists of a complex and adaptable
set of theories, values, and ideas, rather than a rigid and static dogma.
Throughout this paper, I have demonstrated how Confucian ideas can respond in a
constructive and supportive manner to new information and changing economic
realities, by developing connections between fundamental Confucian values and the
fundamental institutions of free economies. By exploring these connections and their
implications for public policy, education, and behavior in the marketplace, an
increasingly resurgent China and its cultural neighbors can find a way to remain true to
their heritage while adapting in order to peacefully integrate with—and continue to
excel within—the modern global economy.
Indeed, just as Western companies eagerly explored the possibilities of Japanese ways
of doing business in the latter part of the Twentieth Century, by successfully applying
ideas found in the Confucian tradition to the environment of free market economics, the
Twenty-first Century may see Chinese individuals and institutions develop new ways of
approaching business, theory, and policy that will provide food for thought for those of
20
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us in the West. The kinds of social, political, and moral concerns that Confucian
thought has grappled with for two and a half millennia are not alien to modern economic
theory and behavior—they are at its very core. By setting aside the idea that the two
must be at odds, we open the door to begin considering what this rich and vibrant
tradition has to say about the economic questions that concern us all. It is my hope that
this paper will inspire others to recognize and take up such questions in the years to
come.
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Religion as an organic entity:
The emergence of fundamental-liberalism in Islam in Indonesia and
Japanese Shinran Buddhism
Hisanori Kato
hisanorikato@hotmail.com
…Mysticism intends a state of “possession,” not action, and the individual is not a tool but
a “vessel” of the divine. Action in the world must thus appear as endangering the
absolutely irrational and other-worldly religious state.1
Introduction
Millions of Japanese people visit Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples on the first day of
January every year, wishing to receive from gods or Buddha such worldly benefits as
prosperity, longevity, or financial security, which are collectively known as gensei rieki in
Japanese.
It is also a common practice for Indonesian Muslims to go on a pilgrimage to the burial site
of a saint or wali to ask for protection from unfavourable occurrences and the realization of
their worldly wishes. In authentic Islamic tradition, however, the practice of supplication,
known as tawassul, is only allowed by appealing to Allah and not any other entity.
Nonetheless, the practice of incorrect tawassul is popular among Indonesian Muslims, who
expect to be granted some fortune (kabul) from their patron wali.
In Jakarta, a popular sanctuary for kabul-seeking pilgrims is the five-hectare complex of the
grave of Mbah Priok2, a descendant of Nabi Muhammad. This complex is situated in Koja
of Tanjung Priok, the bustling port area of north Jakarta, and has been maintained by the
family of self-proclaimed descendants of Mbah Priok, Habib Ali and Habib Abdullah.
The name of Mbah Priok has become even more prominent nationally ever since the clashes
on 14th April 2010 between young pious Muslims living in the complex and local residents
of Koja and Jakarta police forces on the other. The land on which Mbah Priok‟s grave is
built is legally owned by a state-owned enterprise, P.T. Pelabuhan Indonesia II, or Pelindo
II.3 With the intention of launching a development project in the area including the complex
1

M. Weber, “The Social Psychology of the World Religions”, in H.H. Gerth and C.W. Mills
(eds), From Max Weber: Essays in sociology, London, 1991, p. 270.
2
Al Imam Al „Arif Billah Al Quthub Syech Sayyidina Al Habib Hasan bin Muhammad Al
Haddad R.A
3
The company obtained official land ownership in 1987 according to HPL No, 1, 1987,
Kasusu “Mbah Priok”: Studi Bayani-Wa-Tahaqiqa Therhadap Masalah Makam Eks TPU
Dobo, p. 27.
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of Mbah Priok, this company has requested that Habib Ali and his family vacate the site.
The family, however, refuses to leave the site, insisting that the ownership of the land had
been illegitimately approved by the Dutch colonial government.4 This conflict regarding the
ownership of the land has caused the clash between the two parties.5
Since this incident, the site of Mbah Priok has become even more popular with visitors.
Religious gatherings held both inside and outside the complex attract a huge number of
followers.6 Pilgrims from all over the country visit the site every day. The incident on April
14, 2010 did not produce any concrete solution to this land dispute, with the situation
remaining much the same as it has been since the colonial era.
Rather than focusing on the issue of the land dispute per se, this paper is an attempt to
account for the popularity of the religious group based in Koja where Mbah Priok is thought
to be buried. In other words, it is our interest to explain how religion and civilization
interact in a given society.
Religion has two distinct domains: theological and sociological. The former is more closely
related to the understanding of what constitutes authentic doctrines to adherents, while the
latter is concerned with their socio-religious behaviors. From the sociological perspective,
doctrines are flexible, given that they may be influenced by the condition of society, the
course of civilization, and probably the psychology of the people. It is our assumption that
the social aspect of religion would be a determining factor in the behaviors of both Japanese
visitors to the temples on New Year‟s Day and the followers of Mbah Priok. Hypothetically
speaking, religion as a social construct would somehow function to enable people to adapt
to changes in a given society.
The content of Habib Ali‟s teachings and that of a 12th century Japanese Buddhist group led
by Shinran show impressive similarities. They both deal with the worldly interests of the
people and offer tolerance and forgiveness for any human beings, including evil-doers. It is
our supposition that a comparative analysis of these two groups would demonstrate how
religion exists as an organic entity in society.
Mythology and history of Mbah Priok
According to a book published by Habib Ali, Mbah Priok was born in 1727 at Palembang, a
town in the south of Sumatra island. When he was 29 in 1756, he was an enthusiastic
apprentice of Islam and set off with two other colleagues to Java to promulgate the
teachings of Islam.7

4

Interview conducted by the author in Koja, 30th December, 2011.
5
Jakarta Post, 14th April, 2010.
6
For example, when Habib Ali presided over the session in the evening of 29th December,
2011, at least one thousand enthusiastic followers attended despite the downpour on the day.
7
Maqom Keramat Wali Allah Situs Sejarah Tanjug Priuk/Pondok Dayung, p.4.
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Mbah Priok, however, never reached Java. Stormy weather capsized his boat, and he died.8
His body was found at a beach in north Batavia (i.e. Jakarta) by local residents, who found a
wooden paddle and priok or rice pot near his body. After performing burial rites at a site
called Pondok Dayung, they used the paddle as his tomb and placed the priok beside it.9 It is
said that the paddle turned into a tropical tree, that is, Mimusops elengi, known to local
residents as tanjung. Local residents also believe that the priok near the tomb moved into
the sea, and that this rice container, which was amplified to the size of a house, can be seen
from ashore every three to four years.10 Habib Ali explains that by being sufficiently large
to shelter people, the enormous priok signifies the amicability of Mbah Priok.11 This myth
accounts for the naming of the coastal area in the northern part of Jakarta as Tanjung Priok.
Two decades after the burial of Mbah Priok at Pondok Dayung, an attempt by the Dutch
colonial government to develop this site into a trading port was hindered by mysterious
deaths, injuries and diseases of workers. According to folklore, a knowledgeable Muslim
communicated with Mbah Priok and learned that Mbah Priok himself wished to have the
grave relocated to the present site in Koja, which is also in the vicinity of Tanjung Priok.12
As a whole, these elements of the myth affirm the sanctity of the present location of the
remains of Mbah Priok.
A research team consisting of scholars and members of the Indonesian Ulama Council
(MUI) has cast much doubt on the stories presented by the family of Ali Habib. They point
out that the birth year of Mbah Priok is not in accordance with genealogy. In particular, the
great grandfather of Mbah Priok, Habib Hamid, was born in 1750 and died in 1820 in
Palembang.13 In addition, research has also found that the name of the area, Tanjung Priok,
appears in documents recording the history of Islamization of Jakarta dated as early as the
sixteenth century.14 Needless to say, Habib Ali and his family ardently reject the results of
this research.15
Moreover, the actual remains of Mbah Priok were relocated to a public graveyard in another
part of north Jakarta, Semper, on August 21, 1997.16 Habib Ali never acknowledges this

8

Ibid., pp.4-6.
Ibid., p.7.
10
Ibid., pp.6-7.
11
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, 25th December, 2011.
12
Maqom, op.cit., pp.7-8.
13
Kasusu “Mbah Priok”: Studi Bayani-Wa-Tahaqiqa Therhadap Masalah Makam Eks
TPU Dobo, p.12.
14
Ibid., p. 13.
15
Habib Ali stated that all results presented by the research team from MUI were false at a
public gathering held in the complex of Mbah Priok and urged his followers not to believe it.
The gathering took place on 29th December, 2011.
16
Guntoro Shirli, an undertaker who has been working at the graveyard since the time of
relocation, confirms the burial of Mbah Priok. He still has in possession of photos of the
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relocation.17 Local residents, including riders of tricycles (becak), also firmly believe that
the Mbah Priok has been buried at the site in Koja and not at Semper. Knowledge of the
grave in Semper is not widespread and few local residents are able to pinpoint its location.
Sanctification of the site and mythology
The mythology of Mbah Priok has obviously contributed to the sanctification of his tomb at
Koja and of his descendants. Pilgrims who recognize and affirm this sanctity believe they
will receive miraculous benefits from their wali. The book published by Habib Ali is replete
with this sort of sanctification of Mbah Priok in its description of history and of clashes that
took place on April 14, 2010.
The descendants of Mbah Priok insist that the Tanjung Priok area has been blessed by Allah
because of the existence of the tomb of Mbah Priok. They warn that people disregarding
this blessing given by Allah will suffer adversity. The attempt by the authorities to remove
the grave in 1997, for example, contributed to the fall of the Suharto government in the
following year.18 Moreover, the detention of a family member of Habib Ali by the
authorities was supposedly associated with unprecedented natural disasters in Indonesia, i.e.,
the earthquake and tsunami that hit the northern part of Sumatra in December 2004.19
Fantastic accounts on the extraordinariness and sanctity of Mbah Priok reached their climax
in the chapter that describes the clashes between the police and a group of Mbah Priok
followers on April 14, 2010. They claimed that the machinery for the operation suddenly
ceased to operate, and rocks thrown by the officers miraculously reversed their course and
never reached their targets.20
Moreover, two giants thirty-five meters high appeared during the operation, along with
hundreds of birds clawing rocks. There were, as well, white-robed holy soldiers riding
horses, who chased away all intruders from the complex. With great fear, the intruders
absconded from the scene and plunged into the sea. 21
Regardless of the mythical nature of these stories, it is obvious that the mission to close
down the complex ended in failure and the family of Habib Ali and his followers still
occupy the land to the present day.22 The book also clearly proclaims that anyone who

tombs of Mbah Priok and his family members. However, the grave site is a flat square patch
at present as the tombstones were stolen and have not been replaced ever since.
17
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, 30th December 2011.
18
Maqom Keramat Wali Allah Situs Sejarah Tanjug Priuk/Pondok Dayung, pp.18-20.
19
Ibid., pp. 22-23.
20
Ibid., pp.26.
21
Ibid., p.29.
22
Around thirty young Muslims, who are mostly in their late teens, reside in the complex.
They truly believe the magical power of Mbah Priok. Many of them state that they never
feared during the April 2010 clashes with the police as they thought Mbah Priok protected
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attempts to destroy the tomb of Mbah Priok is destined to contract incurable diseases and
receive absolute miseries and misfortunes in both this world and the next.23
Theologically speaking, the stories described in the history book of Mbah Priok are
regarded as khurafat (mythology and superstition), which Muslims are forbidden to
believe.24 Nonetheless, Habib Ali seems to have no hesitation in emphasising khurafat in
his congregation, referring to a girl told to have her leg amputated by a medical doctor who
recovered from her illness without doing so after offering a prayer at the tomb of Mbah
Priok.25 Evidently, the group of Mbah Priok led by Habib Ali and his brother is inauthentic
in theological terms. However, they are still extremely Islamic in social terms in that they
stress their linkage with Allah through the genealogy of Nabi Muhammad. They remain,
therefore, fundamentally Islamic, holding firmly to their linkage with the roots of Islam.
These tendencies are even clearer in the teachings and the attitude of Habib Ali.
Dispositions of the Mbah Priok group
The nature of the Mbah Priok group is three-fold. First, they are emphatic on the practical
issues in life. That secular predilection is evident. At the congregative gatherings, Habib Ali
vehemently stresses the importance of worshipping Allah through Mbah Priok if the
followers wish to have a long life, good health, a good job, and wealth.26 One of the
pilgrims, a middle-aged woman, who visits the site every week, asked Mbah Priok to
eradicate her debt. Mbah Priok has “listened” to her, she explains, and she is now free from
her financial difficulties.
Another pilgrim, a male in his early twenties, visits the tomb to offer his prayer in order to
improve his poor health.27 Followers of Mbah Priok strongly believe that the magical power
of Mbah Priok is so mighty that he is able to bring about miracles.
Again, it should be remembered that the worshipping of any being other than Allah is
regarded as kemusyrikan or a deviation from Islamic teachings. Karomah can only be
actualised by wali while they are still alive. No dead wali is supposed to possess such a
power.

them. Interview conducted by the author, in Koja on 24th, 25th, 29th, 30th, 31st December,
2011.
23
Maqom Keramat, op.cit., pp.28-31.
24
The belief that is not in accordance with reason can be regarded as khurafat. It is also not
based on syariat Islam (Islamic law). Man-made stories are, thus, falsehood and forbidden.
This notion is based on al-Quran, “When they are told: „Follow what God has revealed,‟
they reply: „We will follow what our fathers practised,‟ even though their fathers were
senseless men lacking in guidance (al-Baqarah: 2:170).
25
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, 30th December, 2011.
26
This was observed at a weekly gathering on 29th December, 2011 and at the New Year‟s
Eve gathering on 31st December, 2011.
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A second feature of the Mbah Priok group is the stress on the mystical as well as religious
attributes of Mbah Priok. Although their tenets do not always correspond to orthodox
teachings of Islam, they never admit the evident inauthenticity but accentuate their genuine
and decent connection with the religion Islam itself.
Habib Ali explains that the posting stickers that contain drawings of the tanjung tree, priok
and wooden paddle, are needed to exert their magical protective powers.28 This sticker is
obviously jimat or a talisman, which again is strictly forbidden in Islam. The followers of
Habib Ali put bottled water in front of him as he preaches in order to have it purified.
Similarly, this is regarded as magic or syhir that is not allowed in Islam either.
Habib Ali constantly reminds his followers of the religious significance of Mbah Priok and
his family as heirs of Nabi Muhammad. This obviously strengthens the credibility of their
religious status and promotes more trust among his followers. Akhirat, which is one of the
six major beliefs in Islam,29 is also emphasised by Habib Ali. The better life after this world
is promised if people pay respect to Mbah Priok. This religious notion assures the credulous
of Habib Ali‟s authenticity in Islam and also encourages the followers to maintain their faith
in Islam through Mbah Priok.
Liberalism and tolerance towards all humans and other faiths occupy an essential part in the
teachings of Habib Ali. It is a well-known fact that gambling and drinking are prohibited in
Islam. Nevertheless, Habib Ali is bold enough to state that all kinds of people, regardless of
their nationality, race, religion, sex, or social behaviour, including gambling and drinking,
are accepted by Mbah Priok.30 He explains his religious stance in the following way:
Warna-warni (miscellany/all kinds of colors) should be appreciated. All cultures
should be appreciated. All people are welcomed and accepted by Mbah Priok. Mbah
Priok can understand all languages. Animals can go to heaven, Buddhists can go to
heaven, criminals can go to heaven, and gamblers can also go to heaven, if they believe
in Mbah Priok, who is a mediator between Allah and us, humans.31
Habib Ali‟s ideas on controversial issues in Islam, such as the implementation of Islamic
law or syariat and execution of jihad or holy war, are similar to those of so-called liberal
Muslims.32 Habib Ali believes that syariat Islam should not be employed as a state law in
Indonesia, and physical jihad, which would result in taking someone‟s life, should not be
practised by Muslims.33 He publicly criticises executors of bombings in Indonesia, saying

28

Interview conducted by the author in Koja, on 25th December, 2011.
The six pillars of Islamic doctrines are: Allah; khitab (al-Quran and other holy books);
Nabi Muhammad; Angel; qadar (fatalism); and akhirat (life after death).
30
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, on 25th December, 2011.
31
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, on 30th December, 2011.
32
On this matter, see Kato (ed), The Clash of Ijtihad, New Delhi, 2011.
33
Interview conducted by the author in Koja, on 30th December, 2011.
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that they are far from Allah, a pronouncement which received a huge round of applause
from his audience.34
Religion and civilization
Many of the dispositions of the Mbah Priok group led by Habib Ali are noticeably
inauthentic from the theological point of view. Yet the group‟s popularity is beyond dispute.
One of their most attractive creeds is that Mbah Priok is able to offer kabul when people
believe in him. Islamic orthodoxy is assigned a lower priority when people visit the tomb
with the purpose of obtaining practical kabul. Secular yearnings are often influenced by the
orientation of society, which has much resonance with the course of a given civilization.
Modern civilization, which is predominant at present, values material wealth most highly. It
is a common belief that “the more possessions you have, the better life becomes.” In this
sense, Mbah Priok functions perfectly to sustain and help develop modern materialistic
civilization.
It seems that religion itself can be divided into two distinctive domains, that is, theological
religion (one could simply call this religion) and social religion (one could call this
religiosity). The former appreciates authenticity more than practical benefits, while the latter
attaches greater importance to benefits than to theological correctness. The Mbah Priok
group clearly exemplifies this second domain of religion. It is, then, natural that the group
itself can be materialistically-oriented.
Tolerance towards all human kind presented by the Mbah Priok group is a distinctive
feature of its religiosity. As there is less of an emphasis on theological correctness, this
religious group is able to welcome more openly a wider circle of people, including criminals.
While this tendency may appear to sow the seeds of anarchy, it could potentially create a
society where mutual forgiveness is valued. In turn, such prospects could be a powerful
incentive for people to repent from harmful deeds. In this sense, religion as represented by
the Mbah Priok group could contribute to the creation of a more civilized society that
extends compassion to all of humankind.
Emergence of the Japanese Buddhist Shinran school and its background
It is usually understood that Islam and Buddhism are quite unrelated in terms of theology.
For example, it is believed that any human has potential to attain Buddhahood in Buddhism
while Islam never acknowledges a potential divine nature in any individual humans.
However, interestingly, in the sphere of religiosity, which is related to the socio-religious
behaviors of the followers, the two religions can be quite in harmony.
A Japanese Buddhist school called Jodo Shinshu shows striking similarities with the Mbah
Priok group of Islam. Jodo Shinshu was founded by a notable monk named Shinran in the
34
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12th century and is one of the streams of Mahayana Buddhism.35 The school of Mahayana
Buddhism developed about 200 years after the death of Gautama Siddhartha and is
distinguishable by its emphasis on the salvation of lay people through a reliance on
bodhisattva.36
Buddhism had before that required, on the basis of Hinayana doctrine, several austere
practices on the part of believers for them to attain Buddhahood. Shinran, in contrast,
maximized the inclusive orientation of Mahayana Buddhism by stressing that salvation is
available for all, regardless of one‟s religious status as either a lay person or a cleric.
It seems that prevailing social conditions encouraged the emergence of Shinran‟s Jodo
Shinshu in the 12th century, when a feudal system was first introduced in Japan. Feudalism
was a harsh system for the peasants and non-warrior classes as they were required to pay an
annual tribute to the warrior (samurai) class. At the time, metaphysical Zen Buddhism was
popular among the samurai class. The non-samurai classes were left in the religious
predicament of being excluded by the intellectual demands of comprehending such complex
Buddhist creeds as Zen.
In addition to this social reality, Japanese people were in the midst of psychological stress in
the 12th century. It was said that they had already entered the age of ruination (mappo),
based on a traditional Buddhist belief that society goes through a cycle every 500 or 1,000
years after the death of Buddha, Gautama Siddhartha.37 In Japan, it was said that the age of
mappo started in 1052.38 We can easily imagine that people in Japan at the time desperately
hoped to be saved, especially those who were not able to comprehend complex teachings of
Buddhism and were not able to practice the required disciplines.
Under these social conditions, several new Buddhist movements which were inclusive of
commoners emerged in Japan in the Kamakura period, beginning in 1192. Among these
movements was Jodo Shinshu, which has attracted a huge number of followers until the
present day.39

35

A Sanskrit word, Mahayana literally means „greater vehicle‟. It is contrasted with another
major school of Buddhism, i.e., Hinayana or „smaller vehicle‟. Mahayana “opens the way of
liberation to a greater number of people”, see The Encyclopedia of Eastern Philosophy and
Religion, Boston, 1986, p. 215.
36
“A bodhisattva is a being who seeks Buddhahood through the systematic practice the
perfect virtues but renounces complete entry into nirvana until all being are saved”. Ibid.,
p.39.
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6,941,005 in 2009. The figure is available at the website of Agency of Cultural Affairs,
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Similarity with Japanese Buddhist Shinran school
Shinran was a disciple of Honen, who founded another Buddhist school called Jodo Shu.
Both Jodo Shu and Jodo Shinshu teach that if people believe in Amida Buddha or Amitabha
Buddha, they are allowed to enter jodo which means pure land or Buddhist paradise. The
only practice required of the followers of Jodo is to chant a single verse known as nembutsu,
that is, namu-amida-butsu whose literal meaning is “Amida Buddha, I believe in you. Have
compassion on me.”
Both Honen and Shinran declared that people would be saved by only chanting
nembutsu. What distinguished Shinran from Honen is that Shinran promulgated that a single
chant of nembutsu is sufficient to reach jodo, while Honen thought the followers should
chant it as many times as possible. Shinran also mentioned the realization of worldly desires
such as longevity:
He that hath unending pity, the Buddha of Infinite Life, hath given unto us in the Sutra
of Golden Light a teaching concerning long life, that the way of long life and the
welfare of the people might be made known onto them.40
Shinran also talked about the greatness of Amida Buddha and practical benefit that people
can obtain:
When we say “Namu-amida-butsu,” the benefits we gain in the present are
boundless; The karmic evil of our transmigration in birth-and-death disappears, And
determinate karma and untimely death are eliminated. … When we say “Namuamida-butsu,” the four great deva-kings together protect us constantly, day and night
-- and let no evil spirits come near.41
The absolute reliance on and trust in Amida Buddha is an essential element in Shinran‟s
Buddhism as it is in the case of Mbah Priok of Habib Ali‟s Islam. Presumably, the interests
of ordinary Japanese people were oriented towards security in that they wished to have a
materially richer and healthier life as they struggled with duties imposed on them by the
feudal system. The situation has remained much the same in modern times in that people are
eager to possess material goods and have an interest in attaining their secular wishes.
Millions of Japanese still visit shrines and temples on New Year‟s Eve, and many Muslims
in Indonesia visit the site of Mbah Priok.
It was obviously an effortless choice for peasants and other non-samurai classes in the
feudal era as well as ordinary people today to only chant nembutsu once. Simpler and less
laborious religious practice is another point of resemblance between Jodo Shinshu‟s
40

S. Yamabe and L. A. Beck, Buddhist Psalms of Shinran Shonin, London, 2009, p.24.
A. Bloom, The Essential Shinran, 2007, Indiana, p.162. The translation of Shinran‟s
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Buddhism and Mbah Priok‟s Islam. Sitting in front of the tomb of Mbah Priok for half an
hour is apparently tantamount to practising Islam for the duration of 75 years.42 This
metamorphosis of authentic creeds of religion takes place when specific social conditions
are present. Prevailing civilization and religion are, therefore, in close proximity. Religion
in this sense functions to enable people to adjust in a society that is influenced by a given
civilization.
Another conspicuous teaching of Shinran is his treatment of so-called bad people. Despite
the authentic Buddhist precepts, that is, not taking life, not stealing, not engaging in carnal
relations, not lying, and no intoxication,43 Shinran insisted that any humans, including evildoers, should be saved if they believe in Amida Buddha by chanting nembutsu. In his
famous writing, Tanninsho elaborated on this point as follows:
Even the good person attains birth in the Pure Land, how much more so the evil
person. … The Primal Vow was established out of deep compassion for us who
cannot become freed from the bondage of birth-and-death through any religious
practice, due to the abundance of blind passion.44
This theory is known as akuninshoki 45which means that the evil person is the one who is
able to attain salvation. This innovative Buddhist teaching is also resonant with the teaching
of Habib Ali of the Mbah Priok group, which assures the acceptance of evil-doers in
heaven.46 Therefore, both Habib Ali‟s group and Shinran‟s Jodo Shinshu can be described
as open and liberal in terms of their socio-religious attitudes towards people.
Theoretically, akuninshoki and Habib Ali‟s tolerance towards evil-doers would contribute to
the increase of crimes in society. However, the role of religion, unlike that of secular legal
institutions, would offer an opportunity for repentance. What comes to mind is a famous
Japanese story entitled Rashomon, which is concerned with the hardship of ordinary people
in the time of famine in the end of 12th century.
In Rashomon, a lowly servant, who had a strong sense of morality, saw an old woman
pulling hair from dead people in order to survive in the time of famine. That woman‟s act
was obviously against ethics, and the lowly servant initially resented her. However, he
realised that her conduct was inevitable for her survival and concluded that he also had to
engage in such an unethical act for his own survival.47 Could humans fully maintain their
ethical integrity throughout life? If not, how could humans be saved? Shinran and Habib Ali
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Interview conducted by the author with Habib Abdullah, in Koja on 25 December, 2011.
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Kurata, Honen to Shinran no Shinko(the Faith of Honen and Shinran), Tokyo, 1994.
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have already offered salvation to all humans, including people who inevitably engage in
unethical acts.
Conclusion
With the exception of determined atheists, humans have a tendency to seek a sort of
supernatural occurrence to transport them from a negative situation to an improved one as a
way of realizing their worldly interests in life. The belief in supernatural powers, needless to
say, springs from religious conviction. Organised religious institutions play an important
role in making people believe the factuality of supernatural phenomena or miracles. Some
sites that are connected with religious mythology have thereby become sanctuaries for
believers. Individual leaders of religious communities are also revered by followers for their
connection with holiness. These are only possible when the religious significance of the
place (sanctuary) and the person (leader) is affirmed by both religious leaders and their
followers.
Religion and civilization have existed inseparably throughout history. To borrow F.
Braudel‟s words, “religion is the strongest feature of civilizations, at the heart of both their
present and their past.”48 It should be heeded that religion consists of both the creed and the
practice (religion and religiosity), and that the former deals with scriptural authority (and
this is the main interest of fundamentalists who are strictly literalists) while the latter is
connected with any occurrence of religious sentiment.49 Any religious behavior that
includes the attitude of seeking gensei rieki and kabul is under the strong influence of
religiosity. Noticeably these religious behaviours are not necessarily ratified by orthodox
religion.
It is this second feature of religion that has been interacting with civilization. Because these
deviant religious practices modify social behavior in the name of religion, depending on the
conditions of a given society, the authenticity of orthodoxy is placed in a great quandary.
V.S. Naipaul might therefore be right to state that:
Religious or cultural purity is a fundamentalist fantasy. Perhaps only shut-away tribal
communities can have strong and simple ideas of who they are. The rest of us are for
the most part culturally mixed, in varying degrees, and everyone lives in his own way
with his complexity. 50
The “complexity” here is tantamount to the social situation influenced by a prevalent
civilization. Orthodoxy can be challenged by the complexity of a society itself. The
religious group in Koja led by Habib Ali in north Jakarta serves as a vivid example of this
48

F. Braudel, A History of Civilizations, 1993, New York, p.22.
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Current Islamic Movements in Indonesia‟, in The Clash of Ijtihad (H. Kato ed.), 2011, New
Delhi, p. xviii.
50
V.S. Naipaul, Beyond Belief, 1999, New York, p.59.
49

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol67/iss67/16

52

Review: Full Issue

48

Number 67, Fall 2012

phenomenon. It is true that both Habib Ali and Shinran unconventionally interpret original
teachings of their religions with great emphasis on their own personal authenticity as well as
openness and tolerance. Yet, their stance on faith differs from that of conventional
fundamentalists who uncompromisingly adhere to the original scriptures and refuse to
deviate from doctrines. Therefore, Habib Ali and Shinran to some extent can be
fundamental-liberalist in the sense they accentuate their truthfulness of their religion and
yet show unorthodox interpretation of their respective scriptures. This type of fundamentalliberalism may well be “the strongest feature” of civilization.
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Glossary

Terms related to Japanese or Buddhism
Explanation
akuninshoki: The notion that an evil person is able to attain salvation
bodhisattva: A being seeking Buddahood but who delays entry into nirvana in order to help
others attain salvation
gensei reiki: Worldly benefits
Hinayana: A school of Buddhism
Jodo: Literally „pure land‟, the name of Buddhist paradise
Mahayana: Literally, „greater vehicle‟, a school of Buddhism
namu-amida-butsu: Literally, „Amida Buddha, I believe in you. Have compassion on me.‟
Nembutsu: A verse containing the words „namu-amida-butsu‟
Rashomon: A well-known Japanese story
samurai: The warrior class in pre-modern Japanese society
mappo: A recurring age of ruination
Terms related to Indonesia and Islam
Explanation
akhirat: The afterlife
becak: The name of a tricycle that takes passengers
jihad: Holy war
jimat: A talisman
kabul: Granted/answered
karomah: Miracles
kemusyrikan: Deviation from Islamic teachings
khurafat: Mythology or superstition
priok: Rice pot
syariat: Islamic law
syhir: Magic
tanjung: A name for the tree Mimusops elengi
tawassul: Supplication
wali: Saint
warna-warni: Miscellany
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Modernization or Westernization: the Muslim
World vs. The Rest
Laina Farhat-Holzman
Lfarhat102@aol.com

The 20th century has been a time of rapid transformation, a continuation of a process
begun in the West with the Scientific Revolution, Industrial Revolution, Religious
Revolution, and Political Revolution. Other once-powerful empires, such as China,
India, Ottoman Turkey, and Safavid Persia, had fallen into decline, while the West
burgeoned.
By the dawn of the 20th century, the states in decline all became aware of their condition
and the danger it posed to them. All have experimented with various aspects of
modernization: modernizing monarchies, dictatorships, Marxism, and Fascism. Some
have modernized without democracy—such as China and Singapore. The majority of
Muslim states, however, have not succeeded even in economic development, which
their Asian counterparts have. At this time, without the cushion of an oil economy, these
Muslim societies appear headed for dysfunctional, if not failed states. The direst of these
is Yemen, which is not only chaotic and dysfunctional but is also facing a population
explosion accompanied by severe lack of water.
In this paper, I propose to explore the avenues selected by modernizing countries and
explore why some have been successful while other choices have failed to bring these
societies into the world system. Westernization (the world system) cannot happen
without modernization preceding it.
Defining the Terms
Modernization has been a global process that we can observe in most of the major cities
of the world, regardless of culture. Samuel Huntington says: “Modernization involves
industrialization, urbanization, increasing levels of literacy, education, wealth, and
social mobilization, and more complex and diversified occupational structures. These
common elements may be present, even though the institutions that created them are
not. Modernization can be borrowed or bought.” But to create and sustain it, one must
look to Westernization, “which created the tremendous expansion of scientific and
engineering knowledge beginning in the eighteenth century that made it possible for
humans to control and shape their environment in totally unprecedented ways.”
[Huntington, p. 68]
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Most Muslim-majority countries have automobiles, skyscrapers, television, airlines, and
young people dressed in blue jeans, bopping to the latest hip-hop or other commercial
Western music. But while listening to Western pop music on their earphones, they may
also be listening to a fiery Jihadi sermon that will persuade them to volunteer as a
suicide bomber. They are modern, but not Western.
Furthermore, what one sees in the big cities may not be what we would find in the
countryside or in the millions of villages in what we still call “the lesser developed
world.” They are neither modern nor Western. A perfect example of this situation, of
course, is Afghanistan, a model of unending misery. Kabul and Herat are seemingly
modern cities, but the rest of Afghanistan is trapped in the very feudal dark ages.
Westernization is an entire complex of practices and values that have shaped the West
over the 2,500 years from ancient Athens to today. These practices cannot be replicated
overnight. Modernization may be seen as a civilization that emerged because of
Westernization; however, a country may be modernized without being Westernized.
Toby E. Huff notes that the Scientific Revolution did not take root in any of the other
great civilizations of the 17th century (Ottoman, Moghul, Persian, or Chinese). This
revolution was exclusively the product of our Classical legacy, Roman law, Latin
language, and Christianity (church law and a system of contracts). [Huff, p. 3]
Huntington adds the importance of rule of law, law that also constrains the exercise of
arbitrary power of rulers. Social pluralism is also the product of Europe’s particular
geography, which has always provided for rival power centers, unlike the great empires
of Asia. Representative bodies (parliaments), individualism and a certain restlessness
and curiosity distinguishes the descendants of the Indo-European peoples. [see Jared
Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel; Ricardo Duchesne The Uniqueness of Western
Civilization; and the work of a geographer, Barry Cunliffe, Europe Between the
Oceans, 9000 BC-AD 1000.]
That modernization can exist without Westernization, unfortunately, is not recognized
by many Western leaders who press countries aspiring to modernity to hold elections.
This is the fruit of Woodrow Wilson’s “Democracy Project,” begun at the end of World
War I with its collapse of empires. It was reinstated by the US after World War II and,
once again, upon the collapse of the USSR. We are happy to see people voting, which
the poor of the world are eager to do because they have never before had choices over
anything. However, the choices they have made are not always encouraging.
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Democracy in the West is not just voting. It includes institutions that must accompany
participatory governance:
More than 50% literacy, including women;
Universal education, with broad training in critical thinking;
Separation and balance of powers within the government;
Independent courts;
Military under the jurisdiction of the civilian government;
Independent press;
Independent judiciary;
Rule of law;
Protection of minorities from majority tyranny;
Separation of religion and governance (no established church), which when
united always results in tyranny;
Concept of private property (the state cannot own everything).
The absence of any of these institutions endangers the continuity of a democracy.
The Relationship Between Modernization and Westernization
The West evolved from modernization to Westernization (democratic institutions)
gradually. The 17th century scientific revolution led the way, but underlying that
revolution were time-honored cultural practices that were our heritage from ancient
Greece (critical thinking) and Rome (rule of law), as well as certain religious values that
mandated that even kings could not violate certain human rights. The medieval period
also established the Western principle of contract law: rights of the church, the state,
cities, and universities. [Huff, p. 166.]
Western participatory governance did not happen overnight, nor did it come out of a
vacuum. We forget this when we expect newly-emancipated feudal states to modernize
and Westernize with the flick of a vote.
Different Models of Modernizing
It is instructive to track several countries that were recipients of independence at the end
of World War II. India and Pakistan received their emancipation from the British
Empire in 1947, as did Israel, as half of the British Palestinian Mandate established after
World War I, in 1948. The United Nations offered independence to what were to be two
nations in the former Palestinian Mandate: a Jewish state, Israel; and an Arab state,
Palestine. The Palestinians rejected the offer and, along with all neighboring Arab states,
attempted to stamp out the Jewish state in its infancy. They lost, and have not yet
become the modern state they once aspired to becoming, whereas Israel, despite
constant attacks from their neighbors, has become a vibrant democratic and
economically thriving modern state. [For a detailed history and statistics, see Haim
Harari: A View From the Eye of the Storm, Terror and Reason in the Middle East,
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Regan Books, 2005, p. 186.]
It should be no surprise that India fragmented further, considering the scope of the
underlying sectarian hatreds that burst full bloom when the colonial power was gone.
India lost a large Muslim population upon the birth of Pakistan, followed by a horrific
ethnic cleansing in northern India in which mobs attacked each other as they attempted
to flee the Muslim- and Hindu-majority areas. Pakistan, with Muslim populations in the
northeast and northwest of India, emerged as a country divided into two parts, west and
east, separated by thousands of miles. Although both parts were Muslim, they differed
culturally, historically, (and geographically). Within a few years, East Pakistan, much
abused by West Pakistan, fought a war of independence that they won only because
India intervened on their side. Now East Pakistan is Bangladesh.
India, which stumbled along for nearly 50 years with a socialist-based and often
dysfunctional government, changed upon the collapse of the USSR (its patron) and is
now producing a vibrant and relatively democratic society, at least in half of its country.
The other half is still largely feudal, miserable, prone to violence, and lacking even
modern sewage or water systems. It is slowly changing, but far from entering either
modernity or Westernization yet.
Pakistan was founded by a secular Muslim politician who intended it to be, perhaps like
Israel, a home for a population of Muslim descent (religious or not), whom he feared
would be persecuted under Hindu rule. The country was designed with some Western
institutions, but it did not take long before militant Islam managed to exert enough
influence (with threats and violent acts) to hamper Westernization. The country has
enough modernization to have produced nuclear weapons, but the rest of the institutions
that go with Westernization are constantly under fire. Pakistan is not thriving.
The Far East has done better. Korea secured its independence from Japan’s Imperial
Empire, Malaysia was freed from British control, Singapore from Malaysian control,
and Indonesia from Dutch control.
Singapore, a city-state with a majority Chinese population, fought for independence
from Malaysia because they knew what would happen if they did not. Malaysia is
Muslim, and although dependent upon the talents of their Chinese citizens, when things
go wrong, the Chinese population has no protection from persecution and victimization.
Singapore has become an amazing model of prosperity, literacy, modernization, gender
equality, and thriving capitalism without the checks and balances of a Western modern
democracy. It has benefited instead from one of those rarest of institutions (dreamed of
since Ancient Athens), a “philosopher king,” Lee Kwan Yu (not a king, but a most
enlightened autocrat).
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Indonesia went through the predictable process from decolonization to military
dictatorship, and ultimately, to a modern and seemingly democratic state. Its progress
toward increasing democratization is now being threatened by a well-funded Islamist
resurgence, which has already challenged the legitimate government. If Indonesia goes
the way of Malaysia, with increasing Islamist pressure, it will face the same future as
that of all the other Muslim states that have grown more pious since the 1990s.
The newly emancipated Korea was one of the early victims of the Cold War. The
country split along the fault lines of Communism and the West, with Russia and China
dominating the North and the United States the South. These fault lines created a
contradictory cultural transformation. North Korea, which under Japan’s rule, was the
industrial economy and South Korea, which was the agricultural sector, reversed roles in
their subsequent development. North Korea now is no longer an industrial power, except
for managing to produce nuclear weapons. Other than that, its population starves and
produces nothing that anybody wants. From satellite views, South Korea is a sea of light
and the North lies in almost total darkness at night.
South Korea, which suffered major destruction during the Korean War, is now a major
industrial and commercial power and still grows enough food for its population. For
much of the time since their freedom, they were run by a military dictatorship that
eventually yielded power when the population became largely middle class and
educated.
China is one of the best examples of modernization without Westernization, but we have
already seen much Western ideology (human rights and local self-determination)
beginning to play a larger role as China has become a global player. China, under Mao’s
Marxist dictatorship, rejected these Western notions and instead tried another model to
jumpstart a very backward society---ruthless repression and ill-considered anarchy (the
Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution). Until China opened itself to the world
once more, it failed to thrive. Today, this country is a very different and much more
hopeful place, and these changes will probably continue.
Why the Rest and Not Islam?
Bernard Lewis famously asked What Went Wrong? In his book of this title, he explored
what happened to the Muslim world that seemed once so advanced and is now
exhibiting failure to thrive. Is it feudalism and authoritarianism that is the problem? It
cannot be, since other feudal and authoritarian states from China and Japan to Korea and
Taiwan have become successfully modernized and if not already Westernized, are
moving in that direction. Why not Muslim states?
A recent paper by Eric Chaney, an economics professor, has offered what I think is the
underlying problem that goes beyond being Arab, Muslim, Turk, or Pakistani. He makes
an effective case that the Arab conquests belt (from Spain to the gates of China) is
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responsible for the Muslim democratic deficit. Every country conquered by Arab Islam
is on the list of those most deficient in democratic self-rule. (See “Democratic Change in
the Arab World, Past and Present,” by Eric Chaney, prepared for the Brookings Panel on
Economic Activity, March 2012.)
Even those regions that never converted to Islam but which lived under its rule for a
prolonged period (Sicily, southern Italy, eastern Europe, Spain, and Portugal) have had
great difficulties with decent governance. They are also doing the most poorly in
sustainable economic development. These same regions have, until recently, been the
most repressive toward women and some have been afflicted with ethnic violence (the
former Yugoslavia), probably the legacy of Arab imperialism.
Two non-Arab Muslim societies, Turkey and Iran, had the good luck to have
modernizing dictatorships that attempted also to Westernize. But today, one of them,
Iran, lives under a strangling theocracy that frowns on even the most modest elements of
Westernization. They hold make-believe elections, but these have become increasingly
fraudulent as the leaderships clings to power well beyond its expiration date.
Unfortunately, Iran’s secular population is outnumbered at the polls by the masses of
villagers still living in medieval Islamic feudalism.
Turkey changed from being the tyrannical Ottoman Empire (after losing World War I)
into a modern authoritarian but relatively democratizing country. Half of the country
modernized and adapted many elements of Western governance (a relatively free press,
relative gender equality, universal education, and secularization); but eastern Turkey
was largely left out of this process, much as the rural areas of Iran. Now the pressure of
European idealists to reshape Turkey’s rather autocratic governance into a Western
liberal model has opened the door for an unexpected element: a religious prime minister
who is patiently re-Islamizing what was a secular state. They are economically thriving
at the moment, but that may not last.
The Bad Fairy Invited to the Party
Throughout the Muslim world, and in all Muslim-majority countries, secularism is
being stamped out by a return to religiosity. Even in the 1990s, Samuel Huntington
noted that within that decade, all Muslim-majority countries had grown more Islamist
and hostile to Westernization. This has been particularly noticeable in Turkey and
Egypt, and by force in Iran.
The West is partly to blame for this because of the Cold War. We knew that organized
religions were hostile to Marxist ideology and encouraged this sector, rejecting the
socialist-leaning young students and intellectuals. Unfortunately, when the enemy of
your enemy is your friend, you sometimes find yourselves with a future enemy. We
have done just this.
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What makes Islamism the enemy of Westernization? And even more important, what
makes the combination of Islamism and Muslim feudalism more impervious to the
changes required to genuinely modernize and Westernize than that of non-Muslim
autocratic societies?
•
Rule of Law. Secular law in countries emerging from feudalism has failed to
function in transparency and with even the pretense of justice. Citizens of Muslimmajority countries know that the secular legal system is corrupt, and that money, not
justice, determines the outcome. For simple village people, Sharia law seems much
easier to understand and enforce. Theft is punished by amputation; female adultery or
lack of chastity by stoning; and irreligious criticism of Islam or conversion to another
religion by beheading. In addition to Sharia law is tribal law, in which a runaway wife is
pursued and executed; where husbands may beat disobedient wives and daughters, and
may kill womenfolk who bring ”shame” to their families. Ordinary people prefer it to
modern jurisprudence.
•
Work Ethic. One of the most troubling differences between Asian non-Muslim
countries and Muslim-majority countries involves the work ethic. Asian women, with
the exception of the once bound-foot upper-class ladies in China, have always been
expected to work—whether in the fields or in industry. And certainly since the advent of
communism, girls have been educated as much as boys.
In the Muslim world, women have been sequestered, generally kept from education,
enjoying almost no human rights. The exception to these customs in Muslim oil
economies is that women are getting some education, and in Saudi Arabia, some work
in gender-segregated enterprises. But in all Muslim-majority countries, women have
been de facto property. There is as much reluctance among men to lose this control as
there once was in the American south to lose the institution of slavery. Their main
disdain for Westernization is the status of women, which is always a hot-button issue.
Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism noted difference in
work ethic between European Protestants and Catholics. Catholic societies appeared to
believe that work was a necessary evil, to be borne by the lower classes with patience,
and only relieved by numerous saints days and feast days for pleasure. In aristocratic
medieval Europe, this view prevailed, with the exception of Catholic monks and nuns
who worshipped God through works.
Protestants, however, particularly the Puritans who influenced the beginnings of
America, considered doing work part of worship. This is today the predominant view in
Western capitalism and those who model their economies after ours (including today’s
China). The only resistance to this belief arose out of Marxism, not in philosophy, but in
practice. The much-repeated joke: “We pretend to work and they pretend to pay us” is
too often not a joke in those countries in which socialized systems predominate.
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Muslim Education Systems
The most popular Ph.D. degree in Saudi Arabia is Theology—Muslim theology, of
course. Osama bin Laden, who benefitted from an excellent high school education in
Europe, opted for a doctorate in Saudi Arabia and was transformed from an
unremarkable Arab youth to a fanatic with global reach. The Saudis can afford to have
their own Ph.D.’s study theology because they can afford to employ every other
professional expert from the West. But what will happen to them after petroleum is
replaced?
Countries such as Tunisia spend 7.3 percent of their GDP on education, which is a
higher proportion than the US, Finland, or Israel. The question no one asks is what kind
of education are they getting? They, like Egypt, produce diploma mills that graduate
students with no needed skills. Economists tell us that no Arab country produces
graduates who can compete with their East Asian counterparts; the only Muslim country
whose graduates meet world standards is Turkey.
Islam and Work
Islam has a curious history regarding work. In feudal societies such as that from which
Islam arose, warlords ruled. Early Islam emerged from a new trading city (Mecca), but
its roots lay more in Bedouin desert tribalism. The Bedouin, aside from goat and camel
herding, depended upon raiding and theft of merchant caravans and holding hostages for
money. We see this value even today in such wretched countries as Somalia, where
piracy has become a growth industry.
Muslim texts glorify the military beginnings of Islam, in which the only worthwhile
work was raiding, conquering, and looting, particularly of human beings for slavery or
ransom. Loot was considered fair game, and some young unemployed Muslim youth in
Europe have boldly ransacked stores, taking what they like without payment, and calling
it a tax on the infidel. (See Bat Ye’or, Eurabia The Euro-Arab Axis: Land of
Dhimmitude, Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2005-6.]
Of course modernized and urbanized Muslims do not pursue these activities anymore;
but in rural areas, such as in the Sudan, raiding, looting, and slave markets are alive and
well (Darfur and South Sudan, for example).
Even today in most Muslim countries, people with any pretense to wealth never even
carry their own shopping bags. There are always penniless “porters” to do the heavy
lifting. Academics in the Muslim world are very much aware of their status as
“intellectuals” and would not think of doing any sort of physical work. In addition,
when women are particularly barred from general society, an entire work force is
missing.
Since most employment in Muslim states today is in the government, work becomes a
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notorious joke. Government jobs are not designed to accomplish anything but to provide
a salary to keep university graduates off the street. There are obviously not enough of
even these jobs, and the unemployment rates in countries such as Egypt are devastating.
Even worse, government jobs produce no economic benefit to the economy.
A particularly difficult situation is arising in the relatively least corrupt, but richest Arab
state: Saudi Arabia. Joel Brinkley, Foreign Policy columnist of the San Francisco
Chronicle [“Shariah law holds back Saudi youth,” March 4, 2012] notes that the country
went almost overnight from a fly-blown Bedouin culture to an enormously rich petromonarchy. The royals have managed to keep the country passive by lavishing largess on
all sectors, cradle to grave. For those who might yearn for more freedom and
independence, Sharia law, administered by the hated Religious Police, keeps things
quiet.
The problem, however, is that the huge youth bulge is not happy. The majority of young
men are unemployed (but get hush money). They learn nothing in Saudi schools that
render them employable, except for the children of the elite, who go to school abroad.
Since the country makes nothing anybody wants, these young men must get government
jobs, and there are just not enough idle spots to absorb all of them.
In “Saudi Arabia Out of the Comfort Zone,” The Economist, March 3, 2012, noted how
growing unemployment and political tensions are buffeting the kingdom. The royals,
they say, mainly see discontent as an economic problem, and rarely taken opinion polls
show that unemployment and inflation are the deepest public concerns. However, even
some elites strain at social rules imposed half a century ago when the country was rural
and poor (and far more ignorant). The latest young people’s game is to arrive near
midnight at 24-hour supermarkets to meet and flirt with each other until the police
arrive. Chatting on line isn’t enough for them. Public anger is mounting at the religious
police poking their noses into private lives.
Restless young Saudi women have been more diligent at getting educated, but they are
permitted to work in women-only enterprises. However, Sharia law prevents them from
driving. In addition, young people who want to marry cannot get mortgages to buy
homes because Sharia law does not permit mortgages (they consider the practice usury).
Colleagues of mine who taught English at a private school in Saudi Arabia noted how
difficult it was to stimulate young men to do schoolwork. The boys knew they did not
need to do this to survive; they would be taken care of, and work was something that
people from less fortunate countries were paid to do. There are similar observations
from professors in such private schools as Menlo College in California, which has been
a magnet for Middle Eastern students.
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Population Issues
Because of Islamic culture, the majority of women do not work outside the home and
their only avenue to prestige is childbearing, particularly of male children. The Muslim
world had an explosion of population during the 20th century because of improved
health conditions in urban areas and a broad system of government subsidies for
childbearing. One particularly notorious case was that of the Palestinian territories, with
United Nations financial support paid by the head for Palestinians in “refugee camps.”
These camps are unique in having had continued existence for the past half century,
unlike any other such camps for temporarily displaced persons. The result of this care
has produced a tripling of that population since the end of World War II. The late head
of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, Yasser Arafat, once said that “the wombs of
our women are our best weapon.” [David P. Goldman, How Civilizations Die (and Why
Islam is Dying Too), Regnery Publishing, Inc., 2011.]
Demographers have observed that if a population has doubled in a half century, the state
can manage to keep up; if it triples or quadruples, unrest is guaranteed. There will be
strains on education, jobs, infrastructure, housing, and governance, all of which we have
observed in such countries as Algeria, Yemen, Egypt, and non-Arab countries such as
Iran and Turkey. A glut of young men is always followed by spikes in violence in a
society, a phenomenon observable from the beginning of recorded history everywhere.
When this violence is encouraged by militant religions, the consequence is even worse.
But something new is happening today across the globe in all but a few outliers: a
sudden population crash.
We already know about the drastic population crash in Europe, particularly in Spain,
Portugal, Italy, Greece, Germany, and Russia. Include in this severe decline Japan. One
analyst, Claire Berlinski [Menace in Europe: Why the Continent’s Crisis is America’s
Too, Three Rivers Press, 2006-7, p. 140] noted that population crash is most severe in
those countries that experienced totalitarianism during the 20th century (fascism and
communism). Perhaps so. But to suddenly see such decline in the Muslim world is a
great surprise indeed. We still hear that the fertility rate in Yemen and Afghanistan is at
horrific levels, but in such chaotic countries, who is counting? And with the health
systems in these regions so primitive (except in major cities), one cannot expect very
good outcomes from these pregnancies.
In the more developed parts of the Muslim world, however, we are now really seeing
plummeting birthrates. Yasser Arafat’s boast about Arab women’s wombs is no longer
holding. Furthermore, even some of these governments are acknowledging this fact.
Iran, which was the first Muslim country to institute population control upon realizing
that they were running out of water, now is alarmed that the average of two children that
they had hoped to encourage is now only one.
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The Turkish government is also worried. The Islamist prime minister of Turkey, Tayyip
Erdogan, predicts national destruction by 2038 unless the low birthrate is reversed. He
worries that Kurdish speakers will threaten to outnumber Turks in Anatolia. He has
scolded women for remaining in the work force instead of having babies, but the women
are not listening. The same phenomenon is apparent across the Muslim world. What is
behind this precipitous drop in fertility?
David P. Goldman notes that the conflict between the Palestinians and the Israelis has
undergone a change that demographers are only now noticing. Ten years ago, the
Israelis were afraid that Arafat was right and that they would be overwhelmed by the
Arab birthrate while theirs reflected modern practices. Today, however, the Israeli
birthrate is on the rise and Palestinian on the decline.
Demographers will tell us that when girls received even a 7th grade education, they
choose to have half the number of children that they would if illiterate. Furthermore, as
women enter the workplace, they cannot do so with seven or eight children. They can
scarcely manage with more than one.
It is also important to note that as societies grow more prosperous, they are more
concerned about having fewer and better educated children. The movement of so many
people from rural areas to cities ends the family need for child labor in the fields. In
addition, life is healthier in the cities and more children survive childhood than they
would in the countryside.
So, improved health, improved educational opportunity, urban life, and the underlying
despair over no perceived happy future keeps people from reproducing as they had in
the past.
Cultural Practices That Hinder Modernization and Westernization
The widespread Muslim practice of first-cousin marriages produces a gene pool with
problems. Although in some cases intelligence can be amplified by the doubling of good
genes, it can also go the other way with many children born with birth defects, many of
them mental. The Economist (March 3, 2012) notes that a phenomenon is being
observed in Tyre, Lebanon, a region of very poor farmers where only about half the
people ever have enough to eat.
The strange phenomenon is that the people suffer simultaneously from malnutrition and
obesity. The women are predominantly obese yet are also malnourished. They are
giving birth to children who are stunted in height and mental ability because the mothers
are malnourished. They have plenty of calories, but not enough micro-nutrients.
Scientists have also learned that when female fetuses do not get enough nutrition in
utero, their fat cells are honed to store fat whenever they can, which results in obesity
when enough calories are available.
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The old Arab custom of permitting the men and boys to eat first, with what is left for the
women and girls, is a custom that adds to this problem. Not much protein is ever left.
Predictions for the Future
The entire world is on the cusp of a new paradigm: going from a growth model to a
sustainability model. This will be very difficult to do, but human societies have
undergone paradigm changes before, each an improvement over what they replaced.
We have had the paradigm of the nation state ever since the Treaty of Westphalia
(1648), but that paradigm is undergoing severe stress. In Europe where the nation state
supported a stable and improving society for much of the 19th century evolved into a
poisonous sort of ultra-nationalism that brought about two world wars in the 20th
century.
Today, the Muslim world is in the midst of paradigm change as well. The concept of
nationhood is in conflict with a notion of pan-nationalist Islam. If the latter wins (which
is exceedingly unlikely), there will be a range of failed states in the Muslim world. But
if it fails, there is an ultimate hope that this region will slowly change their long-time
Muslim paradigm and accept the benefits of Westernization. Iran is already moving in
that direction, which will become obvious once the Islamic governance is gone. So far,
Arab states are not moving in this direction, and Turkey is on the precipice.
But in a note of warning, Huntington quotes from Michael Dibdin’s novel, Dead
Lagoon, in which a nationalist demagogue says: “There can be no true friends without
true enemies. Unless we hate what we are not, we cannot love what we are. These are
the old truths we are painfully rediscovering after a century and more of sentimental
cant. Those who deny them deny their families, their heritage, their culture, their
birthright, their very selves! They will not lightly be forgiven.”
The Islamists today believe this, but many in the Western world are still living in the
perilous cant of one-worldism, discarding their identities for an imagined peaceful
internationalism. Internationalism does not produce the distinctly Western civilization
from which the whole world has begun to benefit. The intellectually chic movements to
discredit Westernization could slow the process for the Muslim world to catch up with
the rest and could well damage Western civilization itself in the interim. The nation state
does not have to be inherently evil. It can be the ground on which we stand, which
internationalism cannot be for decades to come.
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Hegel and the Western Spirit
Ricardo Duchesne
rduchesn@unb.ca
This paper argues that Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit ([1806] 1977) should be read as
an invaluable work on the distinctive restlessness of Western culture – so long as we
view this book as an account of the developmental experience of the Western spirit
rather than of the human spirit as such. The basic truth contained in Hegel’s
Phenomenology is that the West is the only civilization in which “freedom” and
“reason” have progressed over the course of history. The distinctiveness of the Western
spirit is that it cannot be comprehended as a substance, a state of being, as in other
civilizations, but should be apprehended as an “activity”. The rational-liberal culture of
the West can be known only by knowing it as an experience that developed in time.
Like Weber, Hegel detected an inner necessity (a “dialectical” logic) in the
philosophical development of the West. The difference is that Hegel traced this logic to
the nature of human reason per se to become actually what it was potentially from the
beginning. From the first flowerings of philosophy in ancient Greece, Hegel portrayed
this rational spirit as if it were in a state of dissatisfaction and alienation, ceaselessly
pressing ahead, trying to understand, overcome, and sublimate every nonconceptualized unknown it encountered. He believed that reason started to display this
restless disposition – its true nature – when it came to “discover” itself as a faculty in its
own right in ancient times. For it was then that reason for the first time apprehended its
capacity for self-reflection, to think for-itself, in terms of its own volitional abilities,
ceasing to accept passively the existence of norms, gods, and natural things as if they
were “things-in-themselves” beyond its own reflective judgments.
Unlike Weber, Hegel did not restrict the experience of Western reason to the
rationalizing activities of formal and theoretical reason; he was less preoccupied with
the way reason had subjected social life to quantification, precision, and standardization.
What drew Hegel’s attention was the seemingly restless desire of Western reason to
become fully conscious of itself as free activity. It was this desire to be the source of its
own assumptions and principles that drove Western reason forward until it brought into
existence a culture wherein individuals enjoyed freedom of inquiry, tolerance of diverse
views, and meritocratic advancement. According to Hegel, individuals become what
they are potentially – rationally self-conscious agents – when they recognized
themselves as free in their institutions and laws.
The Phenomenology is a work that seeks to capture, in a comprehensive manner, the
developmental experience of the idea of freedom in its intrinsic association with the
developmental experience of reason. It does so by viewing every single major Western
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outlook – for example, Roman stoicism, skepticism, Catholic scholasticism, Cartesian
rationalism, British empiricism, German idealism, and romanticism – not as isolated or
timeless viewpoints but as evolving “moments” in the effort of human reason to become
what it is intrinsically: the free author of its own concepts, values, and practices. The
Phenomenology thus exhibits the ways in which diverse but interrelated outlooks held
sway and conviction for some time only to be seen as limited in their inability to provide
answers consistent with the demands of beings that are becoming more aware of
themselves as the free creators of their own beliefs, laws, and institutions.
The Phenomenology is thus an account of the entire dialectic of theses, anti-theses, and
syntheses effected throughout history until Hegel’s own time. Hegel believed that
humanity had reached in his own time (in the post-French Revolution era of Europe) a
point of true and full satisfaction as far as the conceptualization of the human capacity
for free reflection was concerned. This is why Hegel wrote that Spirit “appears in time
just so long as” humans have not achieved a proper self-understanding of themselves as
free rational beings; Spirit would continue to evolve in time. Hegel’s point was not that
there would be no more history after him (no new philosophical outlooks or no further
debates about, for example, how widely free speech should be extended). It was that,
insofar as the conceptualization of human reason and freedom was concerned – as well
as the capacity of the modern liberal democratic state to provide the framework for the
expression of one’s freedom – the final stage of history had been reached during his
time.
This paper argues that Hegel’s historical philosophy should be read as an account of the
intellectual developmental experience of the West rather than of humanity. Hegel wrote
in his Philosophy of History that the first phase of the idea of freedom was to be found
in Asia:
In the political life of the east we find a realized rational freedom developing
itself without advancing subjective freedom…The glory of Oriental conception
is the One individual as that substantial being to which all belongs, so that no
other individual has a separate existence, or mirrors himself in his subjective
freedom (1956: 105).
But what Hegel saw thereafter in China and India was mere “duration,
stability…ahistorical history.”
[While the states and empires in the East] are constantly changing their position
towards each other…are in ceaseless conflict, which brings on rapid
destruction…This history is, for the most part, really unhistorical, for it is only
the repetition of the same majestic ruin (1956: 106).
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The rest of the history of freedom would take place only in the West, starting with the
Greeks and Romans, through the Christians and the Reformation, to the Enlightenment
and the French Revolution.
What explanation did Hegel offer to account for this Western peculiarity? It is rather
difficult to decide because, while Hegel was clearly writing about the historical
experience of Western reason, he also believed that reason was a human generic faculty.
He wrote that “mankind in-itself is rational,” and that the nature of this rational being is
to become aware of its own conceptual creations and activities. This is why Hegel was
confident with the “possibility of equal rights for all people,” and the possibility that the
modern Western conception of freedom would be extended to all the cultures of the
world (Pinkard 2000: 493).
Yet, Hegel also wrote of European culture as if it alone had been uniquely characterized,
as Pinkard notes, by “a fundamental ‘negativity’ about itself, a kind of permanent selfdoubt and self-questioning that constituted its peculiar energy and driving force” (2000:
471). But Pinkard does not tell us why Hegel saw this negativity in Europe alone. He
writes that Hegel presented his account of the development of the “Idea” of freedom, in
the Phenomenology, as if it had been “rationally necessitated by the internal
deficiencies of earlier articulations of the Idea” (2000: 491).
This way of reading the Phenomenology is in tandem with a long line of Hegel scholars
who have interpreted this book as a portrayal of the maturation of human consciousness
as such. While Hegel scholars are aware that the Phenomenology is an account of the
historical experience of Western consciousness, and know well enough that this book
makes historical allusions to this culture only, to Western historical texts, philosophers,
and personalities, they still interpret this book and his philosophy as if it were an
exposition of “human experience and cognition” (Harris: viii, his italics).
My view is that we can make sense of the seemingly necessary way in which reason
actualizes what it is possibly in itself – a rational spirit capable of self-determination and
self-legislation – only if we conceive the Phenomenology as an intellectual account of
the experience of the Western mind, since only this mind has exhibited an intense desire
to subject the world to its own ends. It is mainly the Western self that has been unable to
feel “at home” in the world until it got rid “of the semblance of being burdened with
something alien” (Hegel cited in Stern 2002: 42).
Why this has been so? How do we explain the determination by which the Western
mind has sought to overcome, for example, the naturally-given reality of things by
comprehending the laws of nature and by creating successively new technologies and
new strategies of survival and expansion? Why has the Western mind shown less
reluctance to accept “the ineffable mystery of the world”? Why have Westerners been
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less willing to accept a social order based on laws and norms which have not been
subjected to free reflection?
I believe that Hegel did pose these questions in particular reference to Europe: why the
history of this continent came to be such that it could be seen, retrospectively, as “a
gradation – a series of increasingly adequate expressions or manifestations of freedom”
(1956: 63). He did so in a section of his Philosophy of History entitled “Geographical
Basis of History,” and in a section of his Philosophy of Mind entitled “Anthropology of
the Soul.”
Hegel and the Geographical Basis of the “infinite thirst” of the West
His explanation, bluntly expressed, is that the geography of Europe engendered a
different human “soul,” “character,” or “personality”. The cultures of China, India,
Persia, the Americas, and Europe evolved in dramatically different geographical
settings. These different settings deeply affected the character or psyche of its people.
Hegel is not a materialist-geographical determinist. The role geography plays in his
work is fundamentally different from the role it plays, for example, in Jared Diamond.
In Diamond, humans are reactive creatures who adapt to the pressures of the
environment as they seek to survive; there is no essential difference between humans
and animals, both species are fundamentally driven by a common desire to survive.
Diamond explains divergent outcomes amongst different human communities in terms
of divergent resources and geographical locations. For him, the external environment is
the active agent of historical differentiation and change. In Hegel, by contrast, different
environments have different effects on the psychology of humans and the opportunities
available for the exercise of their faculties. Some environments encourage some
“character” traits more than others. Different environments may thus work to activate, to
a higher or lesser degree, certain innate dispositions and potentialities of the human
species.
There is, however, an interesting similarity between Diamond and Hegel in the way both
call attention to geographical differences in conscious opposition to racial differences.
The peoples of the world belong to the same species, but their state of being – their
mental vision, temperament, and character – is deeply influenced by their place of
habitation in the earth. The first general observation Hegel makes is that “the locality of
world-historical peoples” are confined to the temperate climatic zone; “in the extreme
zones man cannot come to free movement; cold and heat are here too powerful to allow
Spirit to build up a world for itself” (1956: 80).
He notes that the three continents of the Old World have “an essential relation to each
other, and constitute a totality” in contrast to the peoples of the other continents which
have been comparatively isolated (87). This relation lies around a single sea, the
Mediterranean, which is the “true theatre of history”; without this sea “the history of the
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world could not be conceived: it would be like ancient Rome or Athens without the
forum, where all life of the city came together” (87).
India, China, and Mesopotamia, with their river plains, were major players at the outset
of human history, but due to certain geographical barriers they remained relatively
enclosed within themselves, with the sea having less influence on their culture (101).
Meanwhile, Europe, among the Mediterranean regions, opened up the area beyond the
Alps to start a new epoch in human history encompassing the Atlantic (88).
For Hegel, the “character” of Europeans was fundamentally molded by the sea. The sea
was not merely an economic opportunity, an invitation to commerce; it was an intense
stimulant to the human soul and mind:
The sea gives us the idea of the indefinite, the unlimited, and infinite; and in
feeling his own infinite in that Infinite, man is stimulated and emboldened to
stretch beyond the limited (90).
The sea cultivated a distinct sense of the known and the unknown, the finite and the
infinite, and a curiosity about the limits beyond the known. The experience of a lifestyle in the sea produced less restrained personalities. But there is more to the geography
of the place we call “Europe.”
Hegel notes, as well, the greater environmental diversity of Europe and the fact that its
mountains, plains, valleys and streams are all “of limited extent” and no one great river
or plain dominates the ecology. He contrast this variety to the Eastern states, wherein
the “prominence” of “single massive features” – deserts cut off by major rivers – give
the landscape a “monotony” lacking in the stimulation of the senses and the mind's eye.
In the West, the horizon was “diversified,” in the East, the horizon exhibited “one
unvarying form” (90, 225).
In Uniqueness of Western Civilization, I add to Hegel that one other distinctive
geographical attribute of Europe was the so-called “Middle European Corridor leading
from the Atlantic to the Black Sea,” and eastwards through the Pontic steppe across the
Volga and the Urals. This corridor and its link to the steppes, with its pastoral, horseriding way of life, was a crucial geographical component in the formation of Europe’s
uniquely restless culture.
Hegel and the Beginnings of Western Reason
To this day no one knows how to account for the origins of the “Greek miracle.” In stark
contrast to the numerous explanations which have been offered on all the other major
revolutionary transformations of Europe, no strong or consensual argument has yet been
produced in response to why ancient Greece “discovered the mind,” discovered the
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method of causal science, invented the literary form of tragedy, prose writing, and
tapped into the progressive spirit of critical reason. Many classicists have offered no
more than tautological explanations in which the explanandum reappears in the
explanans: “Greek philosophy grew out of an exclusive national culture and is the
legitimate offspring of the Greek spirit” (Windelband 1956: 3); “Greek philosophy has a
good claim to be regarded as the most original and influential achievement of the Greek
genius” (Luce 1992: 9).
One influential but rather question-begging explanation is that Ionia, the birth place of
Greek natural philosophy, located in coastal areas of present-day Turkey, was dotted by
mercantile city-states that looked favorably upon innovation, criticism and individual
expression. The worlds of Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, and Phoenicia, however, were
similarly cosmopolitan, urbane, and commercial. Some have added that a community of
rational inquiry was made possible by the emergence in Ionia, and in Greece at large, of
a unique institution, the polis. It has been argued that the polis, by being a free political
institution in which all male citizens were free to participate in the affairs of their city,
promoted a culture characterized by reasoned discourse and debate, adversarial
viewpoints, and a disposition for seeking out the truth on rational grounds.
But why did Ionia-Greece see the rise of a freely-organized political community in the
first place – and not the more advanced civilizations of the Near East, or, for that matter,
the Sumerian city states which dominated the Mesopotamian landscape around 2500
BC? Collins answers in passing that the “Greeks retained the crude democracy of tribal
war coalitions” in their city-states (6). The problem here is that all civilized cultures and
cities came originally from tribal backgrounds and tribal “democracies.” Was there
anything unique to the tribal organization of the Greek city-states?
McClellan and Dorn have tried an explanation that points to the geographical
distinctiveness of Greece. They argue that the mountainous ecology of Greece, which
compartmentalized the land into separate valleys, encouraged the rise of small
independent city-states. They also contrast Greece’s rainfall farming to the great rivers
and large flood plains of the East. They observe that the former promoted decentralized
economic activities whereas the latter promoted hydraulic agriculture and monarchical
administrations (1999: 55-59).
The incompleteness of this explanation is that it presumes that the “competitiveness”
evoked by the presence of hundreds of city-states produced, on its own, a republican
government of citizen-soldiers. It presumes as well that the mere existence of
independent city-states and citizen-soldiers cultivated an ethos of free discourse and “a
new sort of science” devoted to the pursuit of “theoretical knowledge”. McClellan and
Dorn are seemingly aware that something is missing in their explanation, concluding: “it
may be impossible to reach an understanding of exactly why a new scientific culture
came into being in the unique habitat of Hellas” (57).
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What Hegel suggests to me, albeit in a very general way, is that there were already in
Greece – before the polis – characters unwilling to submit to despotic rule. There is no
space here to explain what I mean by these characters. Suffice it to say now that the
polis was created by a pre-existing aristocratic culture whose values were physical
prowess, courage, fierce protection of one’s family, friends, and property, and above all,
one’s personal honor and reputation. The polis grew out of a peculiar social landscape
of tribal republics in which individual rivalry for prestige and victory had the highest
value, and in which hatred of monarchical government was the norm. Before citizenship
was expanded to include independent farmers and hoplite soldiers, the Greek mainland
was dominated by a warrior aristocracy. This expansive and aggressive aristocracy was
the original persona of Western civilization.
What I have highlighted from Hegel is certainly inadequate. I have tried to suggest that
Hegel’s “inner dialectical necessity” makes more sense if we see it as an account of a
peculiarly restless mind. Most of the dialectical steps in this book are brought forth by
human beings who have already “discovered the mind” and have started to reason
beyond the pre-reflective customs and habits of their community through a dialectical
style of reasoning. We find this form of reflection earliest in the Milesians. The
Milesians are the fathers of rational thought, the “first men self-consciously to
subordinate assertion to argument and dogma to logic” (Barnes 1982: 5). With the onset
of Ionian philosophy, what had been hitherto “only a possibility” – the use of reason in a
self-conscious way – “begins to manifest itself in the conduct of the World’s affairs”
(Hegel 1956: 57, my italics).
Hegel on the “desire” of World-Historical Individuals
In Hegel there is another major insight which takes us back in time to the earliest
manifestations of Western freedom – before the rise of the polis, before the first
expression of Western reason in Ionia. This insight became clear to me after I
approached Hegel’s historical philosophy for what it says about Western culture in
particular rather than for what it says about humans in general. While Hegel wrote of
reason as if it was driven by an inner necessity to make the world its own, he accepted
Kant’s idea that human passion, ambition, and egoism were the handmaids of reason.
The actual social advancement of reason was not a matter of the “inner necessity” of
reasoning alone, of “thought thinking itself”. Humans were not ethereal minds cut off
from the elements of life; they were creatures of nature with instincts, desires, and
interests.
We must be careful, however. There are two different contexts in which Hegel writes of
the role of human desire: First, in reference to actual historical/political actors, as he
does in his Philosophy of History and, second, in the context of section “B. SelfConsciousness” in the Phenomenology which contains the famous dialectic of the
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master/slave relationship. When Hegel writes of desires in his philosophy of history he
is thinking of both the everyday passions of ordinary humans and the extraordinary
passions of great individuals. This argument is squarely in line with Kant’s reasoning
whereby the march of humans to higher levels of culture results from their “unsocial
sociability.” Hegel agrees that without qualities of an unsocial kind, out of which the
spiritual and physical tortures of world history have arisen, all the potentialities of
humans would have remained hidden in their germ. Hegel, however, came up with his
own term, “the cunning of reason,” to refer to the fact that human beings, in pursuing
their private aims, were not always fully conscious of the temporal possibilities of
history and of the way their own actions participated in the furtherance of those
possibilities.
Hegel, however, made an interesting distinction, if implicit, in the way the “cunning of
reason” utilizes the ordinary desires of average humans, and the way it utilizes the
extraordinary passions of “world-historical individuals” (1978: 36, 40). The cunning of
reason we observe on a daily basis, so to speak, consists in the way that reason employs
the desires of normal individuals to sustain the ongoing state of affairs. But the cunning
of reason that is associated with the passions of “world-historical individuals” such as
Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon, is altogether different in the way it
brings about new stages in the development of freedom. Only heroic individuals have
passions powerful enough to break the bonds of the old order. Mere desires for wealth
and security are hardly their driving passions. They want to achieve immortality even at
the price of bodily discomfort, happiness, and premature death (1978:41). Thus, in this
sense, Hegel makes a distinction between appetitive desires and status-seeking desires.
Although “world historical individuals” are “practical and political men” with no
philosophical grasp of the movement of reason in history, Hegel is quite clear that, “at
the same time they are thinkers with insight into what is needed and timely.” Thus,
Napoleon was driven by his lust for conquest while simultaneously bringing to the
nations he conquered the new ideals of the Enlightenment that France had realized in the
Revolution of 1789. Many of the countries he invaded were indeed compelled to
liberalize their laws, abolish serfdom, improve and extend education. The tragedy is that
thousands of soldiers and innocent people, whole cultures and institutions, were
ruthlessly destroyed in order to bring about a new stage of freedom.
It was, indeed, world-historical individuals, with their excessive pride and willfulness,
who have done the most to push forward new ideals, challenging political orders where
ordinary human passions tended to fall asleep, reawakening again and again the
commoners to pit themselves against each other in the name of new principles, violating
old religions moralities, looking for new lands, and transgressing the boundaries of the
unknown. But what do these “world historical individuals” have to do with my claim
that Hegel’s insights into the nature of human desire take us back in time to the most
primitive manifestations of Western freedom before the rise of the polis?
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The Master-Slave Dialectic and its Historical Reference
This brings me to the second context in which Hegel uses the word “desire”: in Section
B, “Self-Consciousness” of the Phenomenology (1977), Chapter 4 entitled “The Truth of
Self-Certainty,” which contains the famous account of “Lordship and Bondage.” Today,
the most common interpretation of the lordship and bondage section (or the master-slave
struggle) is that it is a parable about the nature of “selfhood” in which Hegel sets out to
demonstrate that self-consciousness becomes determinate only through communication
with another self- consciousness. Hegel sets out to show that true recognition depends
on a relation of mutual equality in which there are neither masters nor slaves (Rockmore
1997: 64-72).
The master-slave dialectic, it is true, is intended to illustrate that one “cannot achieve
self- certainty except as a member of a community of free persons who mutually
recognize one another’s rights” (Wood 1990: 93). This dialectic ends with the image of
a master who cannot feel satisfaction from the recognition he gets from his servant. But
this relates to the eventual outcome. We should not underestimate the dynamic which
precedes the creation of master-slave relationship. The opening paragraphs of Hegel’s
master-slave dialectic describe two combatants engaging in a life-and-death struggle for
the sake of “pure prestige.”
Thus, in its very origins, before there is any master and slave, we have a confrontation
between two independent individuals, each of whom is driven to fight the other because
each desires to wrest superior recognition from another self. The desire of the
combatants is not for reciprocal appreciation. The concluding outcome is a relation of
mutual recognition, but in the beginning we are dealing with two self-assertive
individuals for whom the other is an object that needs to be subordinated.
I would argue, furthermore, that this initial struggle can be read as Hegel’s version of
the “state of nature” parable first presented by Hobbes and Locke. My reading here is
indebted to Alexandre Kojeve’s much discussed, but not well understood, lectures on
Hegel, which he gave in Paris during the years 1933-1939. Kojeve does not state
explicitly that this fight is a description of the state of nature, but he does write as if it
had an empirical or anthropological basis in the past before the formation of states. I
will go beyond Kojeve, however, in suggesting that the life and death struggle that
brings about the master-slave relation should be read as a description of the Western
state of nature.
Kojeve offers a far more penetrating account of the role of desire in Hegel’s philosophy.
He does so by belaboring the point that self-consciousness makes its appearance in the
decision “of Man” to fight to the death for the sake of recognition. Kojeve explains that
“Man” starts to become “truly” self-conscious only to the extent that he “actively”
engages in a fight where he risks his life “for something that does not exist really” – that
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is, “solely ‘for glory’ or for the sake of his ‘vanity’ alone (which by this risk, ceases to
be ‘vain’ and becomes the specifically human value of honor” (1999: 226). I have
learned from Kojeve (and I agree that this idea is not as definite in Hegel) that the
section on “Self-Consciousness” opens with this fight because it wants to show that
“Man” becomes self-conscious of “his humanity only by negating himself as animal,” in
his willingness to risk his life, and thus negate his biological fear of death, for the sake
of being esteemed by another human being (222-25). Kojeve also wants to show that it
is in the attitude of “being-for-self” or self-assertiveness (rather than in the attitude of
“being-for-another or deference) that man brings about a profound effect on the
constitution of the human personality, leading to discovery of a unified self – this is a
point I will explore further later.
The “very foundation” of the being of a human is not abstract contemplation, cognition
per se, but the desire for something. The desire for food is a biological desire, which is
satisfied by the action of eating. But if one is to realize one’s “I” as a distinctive “I” one
must not allow one’s “I” to be determined by the non-I which one desires. Desire is
human, and not merely animal, to the degree that one’s desire is “directed toward
another desire and an other Desire.” One acts in a human way when one’s desires are
not merely for the thing alone, but so as “to make another recognize [one’s] right to that
thing.” In the desire for other humans to recognize one’s desires one brings out one’s
human, non-biological “I”. It is at this point that one desires an immaterial, intentional,
and therefore uniquely human, object of desire.
Now, since there is a “multiplicity of desires,” the action that springs out from wanting
others to make one’s desire the desire of others will result in a fight in which each
desiring subject will want to subsume the other’s desires just for the sake of wresting
from the other the importance of one’s own desires. Only those humans who are willing
to risk their biological being for the sake of a non-biological recognition from others are
truly humans (Kojeve 1999: 5-8, 40-41).
For Kojeve, it is in the risking of one’s life that an individual first discovers or reaches a
consciousness of his human self, because it is through this act that man negates his
“objective-or-thingish mode-of-being,” showing that he is not bound by “any
determinate existence.” Kojeve interprets Hegel to be saying that in order to achieve
human self-consciousness, a man must be willing to put his life at risk; he must be
willing to fight to the death. He must be a willful, assertive character who has the
courage to affirm his “being-for-self” rather than to defer to another. This is why “Man”
is obligated to start wars, for it is only through action and the risk of life that
consciousness of oneself as an independent being that is not merely dominated by the
dictates of nature comes to light. In the willingness to fight it becomes clear that “Man”
is not a “given-thing,” does not exist “in a purely passive way, but is a being that creates
himself by conscious “Action.”
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One’s willingness to assert one’s “being-for-self” is the precondition for a life that is
freely willed by one’s own intentions and goals. It is the precondition for the
achievement of recognition by another consciousness and the first instance by which
humans achieve individual consciousness. The willful self must therefore “provoke” the
other; force him to start a fight with him (Ibid: 11-13). It is through actual fighting for
pure prestige that man first becomes self-conscious of his “freedom” by negating his
fear of death and acting according to his chosen ideals in-and-through a struggle with
another human.
What we witness in this dialectic is the first “authentic appearance of Freedom” (Ibid:
230). The master is the first historical character to freely create a specifically human
world by acting in the name of something as immaterial as “recognition”. All other
desires are acted upon to satisfy our biological urges, but the desire for recognition is the
only desire that is quintessentially immaterial and human. When humans strive for status
and prestige they are seeking the desire of another; they are craving for the other
person’s desire to be directed towards them.
In my book, The Uniqueness of Western Civilization, I argue that here was a uniquely
Western state of nature which can be illustrated (in detail) by reference to the prehistory
of Indo-European aristocratic berserkers, including “barbarian” Europeans. I elaborate
further on Kojeve’s interpretation of this dialectic, and question his argument (and by
implication Hegel’s) to argue, rather, that a battle for prestige does not logically entail as
its outcome a social relation in which one singular master (upon winning the fight)
imposes his authority over a servile man. It makes more sense to envision this battle as a
contest between two warriors each inhabiting a pre-historic aristocratic culture in which
the highest ideal of life was the attainment of recognition through the performance of
heroic deeds. It is consistent with the tenor of Hegel’s argument to revise his dialectic in
such a way that i) the fighting men are each seen as members of an aristocracy in which
the main ethos of life was the pursuit of prestige through the performance of great
deeds; and ii) the recognition sought by the fighters was from their peers and not from
the ones who were de facto enslaved.
I argue that the beginnings of self-consciousness presuppose the historical existence of
self-assertive characters living in a heroic culture. The unceasing aristocratic desire for
personal distinction was, in fact, the basis for the awakening of human selfconsciousness and the eventual formation of an integrated personality capable of
understanding the opposition between the “natural” and the “mental” world, leading to
the dialectic of Western reason and freedom, which Hegel captured in his
Phenomenology of the [Western] Spirit.
I also show in my book that the Indo-European speaking cultures that came to dominate
Europe in a unique way starting in the 4th millennium should be considered as
constituting the “beginning” of the West. Bronze Age Europe was a pre-state “social
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arrangement” dominated by warrior elites who were duty-bound to confirm the essential
reality of their status by displaying their prowess in deeds, by leading raids against
distant neighbors, acquiring booty, cattle, and women, and particularly by fighting in
single combat. The primordial roots of the West’s restlessness lay in the fearless
assertiveness of its founding aristocratic fathers.
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Introduction 1
The main purpose of this investigation is to evaluate a question: is there a clash between
the Western and Chinese civilizations, and what is the myth and reality of this clash?
The spectacular economic development of the Chinese and the concurrent decline of
Western civilization provoke many predictions of the near-future world order. So far it
seems that the West cooperates with China quite well, since through outsourcing of
Western manufacturing, China can employ its large labor force and the Western
financial elite benefit tremendously in business, due to cheap labor. However, the
question is how long can that kind of cooperation last? It triggered the financial crisis of
2008-2011, due to the shrinking middle class in the West, and furthermore, increasing
numbers of employed Chinese workers can buy more and will need to consume more
strategic resources which are available in limited volumes on the earth.
Will the current cooperation be replaced by a clash for resources? That kind of question
will be investigated in this paper. Also the wisdom-oriented abilities of both
civilizations will be evaluated to see which one has better chances to survive a shortage
of strategic resources.
The methodology of this investigation is based on the interdisciplinary big-picture view
of the world scene, driven by a global economy and civilization, with an attempt to
compare both civilizations according to key criteria. A set of conclusions will be
provided at the end of this paper, with practical and social implications for eventual
implementation.

1

The author is grateful to Professors Han, Rienzo and Tarn from Western Michigan University (USA)
for providing suggestions on how to improve this investigation.
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The Impact of Globalization on Western and Chinese Civilizations in
the 21st Century
The development of the modern world began after the fall of Byzantium (1453) and the
discovery of America (1492), that is, at the end of the 15th century. In each century
since, usually one country has dominated the world. In the 16th century Portugal
dominated, in the 17th century Spain was the hegemon, and in the 18th century Great
Britain was the leader. At the beginning of the 19th century, the hegemon was France,
which was later replaced by Great Britain. In the 20th century Great Britain, Germany,
the United States, and to a certain degree Russia competed for the main role in world
politics. In the 21st century the U.S.’s domination is fading, and many predict it will be
replaced by China.
In the last 500 years, different targets and issues were at stake in world politics. For
example, Portugal, Spain, and Great Britain were conquering new territories, with good
results. Once the world became richer in the 19th century due to the gains of the
Industrial Revolution, at stake were clashing ideologies. The English Revolution (168889) built the foundation for the parliamentary system, the American Revolution (17751783) provided the concept of modern democracy, and the French Revolution (17891799) created citizenship in France.
The Industrial Revolution (1760-1850-1960) contributed the factory system and
industrially manufactured products, financed by capital. It led to accelerated wealth
creation and rising inequality among society’s members. To solve rising dissatisfaction
and poverty, differing ideologies regarding the further development of civilization were
at stake. None of those ideologies—capitalism, socialism, and later communism and
Nazism—could solve societal problems. Eventually these ideologies led to the
Bolshevik Revolution (1917), Spanish Revolution (1936), World War II, the Cold War
(1945-1991), and to the very successful Scientific-Technological Revolution (1945-)
and Information Revolution (1980-).
After the fall of communism and the end of the Cold War (1989-1991) in Europe, the
Information Revolution accelerated its activities in Western civilization, triggering the
fourth Globalization Wave. 2 Very soon this revolution embraced the whole world. Its
effect has been the development of the global economy, controlled by global financiers.
The latter developed global corporations which are outsourcing manufacturing to Asia,
particularly to China, where the cost of labor is low and the market is the largest in the
world.
Supposedly, “what is good for the global corporations” is good for their maternal
countries. With the help of lobbyists, global corporations control governments in
2

The first Globalization Wave (GW I) took place at the end of the 15th century (Discovery of America),
GW II in 1837 (British Empire), GW III in 1945, GW IV in 1990.
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Western civilization, which supports outsourcing its own industrial base, since this leads
to better business that can create more jobs. This is true; however, those jobs are created
outside of Western civilization. The economic crisis in 2008-2011 in the U.S. and the
E.U. proves that turbo-capitalism led to the decline of Western civilization and the rise
of China. Now Chinese civilization (China and diaspora) is awakening, full of energy to
collect the benefits of the West’s mistakes. Furthermore, Chinese civilization does not
want to fully Westernize (however the young generation is more open to
Westernization) since it appreciates its own values and principles that have developed
over the last 5000 years.
In 2011, the Chinese economy took second place in the World, after the American and
before the Japanese and German economies. 3 This supports arguments made by many
authors and politicians that China will move to first place, before the U.S., in the second
part of the 21st century. According to the Economist, 4 in 2011 the GDP of the U.S. was
still two times bigger than China’s (in market prices) and only 25 percent bigger in
basket prices (ppp). If the current rate of economic development continues, China’s
economy will reach the same level as the U.S. in 2016 (ppp) and 2018 (market).
The Chinese economy looks even better if it is compared in certain categories to that of
the U.S. For example, in 2011 in production of steel, China was producing 6.6 times
more than the U.S. The production of goods was 1.1 times bigger, the sale of cars was
1.2 times bigger, export was 1.3 times bigger, 3.3 times more mobile phones were in
use, investments were 1.4 times bigger, and energy consumption was 1.1 times bigger.
These data should not mislead, since they are the result of the West’s strategy to move
production to China! If the American economy is two times bigger and the population is
one fourth as great, the GDP per capita is still eight times bigger in the U.S. This is the
subject of many negative comments about China. However, consumption in China
should rise and could reach the American level by 2033. 5
This type of forecasting is just a simple extrapolation of data, which can lead to
erroneous conclusions. If what such a prognosis maintains would actually happen, it
would imply that the world has limitless strategic resources and Western civilization is
not able to self-correct its strategies. Since the reservoir of strategic resources is limited,
the current spectacular development of Chinese civilization will bring the world
civilization to an end sooner or later. Eventually, China could apply its wisdom and go
back the Great Wall, as it did in the 15th century, when the Emperor ordered that the
Chinese fleet be destroyed (1433).

3

Nominal GDP list of countries for the year 2010. World Economic Outlook Database September 2011,
International Monetary Fund. Accessed on September 26, 2011.
4
December 31, 2011, p. 61.
5
China's Economic Heartland: Chongqing. http://www.theglobalist.com/countryoftheweek/sample.htm
(retrieved 1-2-2012).
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We can contemplate whether the Chinese civilization has an expansive character or
whether that is a myth, since China’s expansion was triggered by the West. Will China
cleverly stay within its secure territory? Or, contrary to its history, can China change its
character and promote not only economic but also cultural and even military expansion
far beyond its borders?
The question is, if the West takes back its outsourced jobs, will China be able to
continue its current, spectacular development?

Can China Transform from Robot to Master of Manufacturing and Be
an Economic Superpower?
Most of our impressions about China’s super economic power to a certain degree are
myth.
China became the world’s factory when the Internet eliminated the problem of distance.
It became evident that outsourcing manufacturing wouldn’t be so difficult since ecommunication speeds up business. In addition, it could be cheaper and sometimes
faster due to the Chinese ability to work hard and on time. In the past China did not
design products or technological processes, invest in the production infrastructure, or
even provide marketing for products it manufactured. Furthermore, Westerners taught
Chinese workers how to work on given products in given manufacturing settings.
In such a way China became a “robot 6” of Western civilization and is not an
independent economic superpower. At least not yet. It is a myth, not reality, that China
became such a strong economy due to its own internal ability. On the other hand, the
Chinese are a very talented people, who learn fast from the West and sooner or later
they will be able to develop their own products and manufacturing facilities. But it is
less evident that they will also be able to be successful enough in developing marketing
and selling to compete with the Americans and Europeans. First of all, the Chinese do
not copy (as the Japanese used to do) foreign solutions, because they co-own them,
usually in the range of 50%, through venture-oriented undertakings. Also, they have the
ability to absorb (comprehend) foreign solutions, due to China’s culture of leaving
“room” in its Mindsphere.
In the past, a common stereotype was that the Chinese traditionally lack scientific and
technological ability, despite the fact that somehow they stumbled upon paper making,
printing, gunpowder, and the mariner's compass. Modern Chinese themselves are
6

For example, the Chinese labor working for Apple in Faxconn City lives in company barracks and work
6 days per week and 12 hours per shift, making $17 per day. Faxconn employs nearly 300 guards to direct
foot traffic so workers are not crushed in doorway bottlenecks. (The New York Times, January 22, 2012,
p. 22). No wonder that the American workers cannot compete with the Asian ones. In order to do so the
former should return to the working conditions of the 18th or 19th century to satisfy the appetite of the
global corporations 200 years later. Is it progress?
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sometimes surprised to realize that modern agriculture, shipping, astronomical
observatories, decimal mathematics, paper money, umbrellas, wheelbarrows, multistage rockets, brandy and whiskey, the game of chess, and much more, all came from
China. The sciences of astronomy, physics, chemistry, meteorology, seismology,
technology, engineering, and mathematics can trace their early origins to China.
From 600 AD until 1500 AD, China was the world's most technologically advanced
society. China was the leading maritime power in the years 1405-1433, when Chinese
shipbuilders began to build massive oceangoing junks. 7 Between 1405 and 1433, the
emperor of that time (the Yongle Emperor) sent Zheng He out on a series of seven naval
expeditions, all designed to control trade and impress other nations (in Africa and India)
with the power of the Chinese fleet. The successor emperor (the Hongxi Emperor)
promptly cancelled Zheng He’s expeditions and proceeded to have much of the Chinese
fleet burned or destroyed (in 1433) and went into isolation. 8
Thus ended China’s period as the world’s greatest naval power. The interesting thing is
that under the Hongxi Emperor and his son, the Xuande Emperor, many reforms were
put in place that proved to be very popular amongst the people and which led to what is
often referred to as one of China’s golden ages. “Where would China be now had they
not ‘pulled back’ from their maritime explorations and had they continued to spread
their influence out amongst the world? That’s not to take anything away from where
China is at the moment, but it’s interesting to ponder whether or not things would have
been different,” (Stanley Bronstein on July 7, 2009). 9
Today in the 21st century, the Chinese are gaining self-confidence, knowledge, and skills
and are awakening from the “opium” which was used by the British to colonize this
talented people in the 19th century. This can be proved by the following facts. In 2011
the Chinese built the fastest computer in the world: Tianhe-1A (built at the National
Supercomputing Center in Tianjin, China, with a performance at 2.6 petaflop/s). 10 Their
accelerated program of technological development culminated in Yang Liwei's
successful 2003 flight aboard Shenzhou 5. This achievement made China the third
country to independently send humans into space. Future plans include a permanent
space station and crewed expeditions to the Moon and Mars.
All this indicates that China has the ability to surpass the “robot” stage and to become a
developer of science, technology, and production. In 2011 China patented 1.1 times
more solutions than the U.S. 11 This means that the Chinese are developing their own
7

http://www.basicrps.com/chine/histoire/china.htm (retrieved on 1-10-2012)
http://www.sjsu.edu/faculty/watkins/treasurefleets.htm (retrieved on 1-2-2012).
9
http://stanleybronstein.com/china-was-once-the-worlds-greatest-naval-power-but/ (retrieved on 1-22012).
10
1 petaflop/sec=1015 floating-point operations per second, or = 1,000 trillion operations/sec. In
comparison, a hand held calculator makes about 10 oper/s.
11
The Economist, December 31, 2011, p. 61.
8
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intellectual potential, thus leading China to independence from the West. China also has
a huge internal market to support its own production, if the West slows down importing.
In such a way, China is en route to becoming a real economic superpower, particularly if
Western civilization continues the suicidal de-industrialization and liquidation of the
middle class. If this trend goes on, Western civilization will continue to provide the
marketing and selling for China. On the other hand, it is rather doubtful whether China
will accept payment in governmental bonds which will never be paid off.
The paradigm of China as a “robot” brings to attention Isaac Asimov’s First Law of
Robotics (1942): “A robot may not injure a human or, through inaction, allow a human
being to come to harm.” It is very evident that the West is pushing the Chinese robot to
harm the master. It is no wonder that Western civilization is declining so rapidly in the
21st century. It is not China’s fault but rather the West’s lack of wisdom.
The question is whether or not such an economically strong China will try to convert the
Global civilization into a Global-Chinese civilization (Glob-Chin Civilization)?
Nowadays, China is installing 150 Confucius Institutes in the U.S. which will train
future teachers of the Chinese language at American schools. Is this a long-term strategy
of globalization a la China?

Can the West Surrender Manufacturing and Live on Borrowing?
The depth of the economic crisis in 2008-2011 indicates that it is not a classic cyclical
recession but rather a new structural crisis. The majority of specialists and politicians
agree with respect to the scope and depth of this crisis. But can none of them define a
convincing diagnosis of this crisis?
In the U.S. a leading opinion is that this crisis was caused by easy credit (mortgages) for
houses and an expanding federal government deficit. In Europe, a leading opinion is that
the deficit of European governments using euro is so large that it cannot be paid off. In
other words, those countries are in a practical sense bankrupt. As a result of these
causes, Western civilization has entered a deep structural crisis. The solution
recommended by top European leaders for how to get out of this crisis is to pay off
debts. In practice, one must take out more loans to service the old loans. It is a suicidal
strategy.
To increase the supply of money in the marketplace, one must increase the amount of
money in the hands of consumers by employment. In effect those consumers will go to
stores and buy goods which must be produced in higher volumes. However, this
production will be increased in Asia, particularly in China, and local consumers (in the
U.S. and Europe) won’t be engaged in production and won’t gain income through
employment. The service economy in the U.S. and E.U. is too weak (since is based on
low-paying jobs) to generate more money in the hands of consumers.
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The presented diagnosis is simple and obvious. However, none of the important
economists, politicians, and publicists has even mentioned the presented diagnosis and
solution because the manufacturing lobby spends many millions of dollars to control the
“mouths” of leading opinion-makers. So far those in the so-called “Top 1%” make very
good money in China, where the labor costs are still low. In effect, the U.S. is deep in
pending debts. For example, the federal government is $15 trillion in debt, local
governments $5T, individuals $16T, and the accumulative deficit of the foreign
exchange is $4.6T, totaling about $40.6T. 12
This constitutes about 70 percent of the world GDP. In order to pay off the debts of 310
million American consumers, about 2.45 billion workers must work for a whole year. 13
Of course this is not feasible. The U.S. cannot pay off its debts; it can only take new
loans to pay the annual interest of old loans. The same strategy is applied by the E.U. in
countries using the euro.
In 2011 the politicians of Western civilization, whose society is steered by the global
financiers, refused to regulate the global economy, because obviously, the present state
of the global economy is beneficial for global corporations. On the other hand, those
who are negatively impacted, the “99%,” launched the “Occupy Wall Street” movement
aiming against those “1%” who collect the enormous profits from outsourcing
manufacturing to Asia and economically colonizing workers over there. This movement
will continue to exist and grow, since the reasons for the crisis will not be removed
soon.
From a logical point of view, Western civilization should regulate (through WTO, IMF,
WB, G7, and national governments) its activities in the global economy to survive in a
very broad, sustainable sense. Perhaps this issue will come out during the late stages of
the 2012 presidential election campaign in the U.S, but up until now, nothing indicates
that this will happen. There is no correct diagnosis of the crisis or political will to
elaborate such a diagnosis and implement the obvious solution in practice.
The correct strategy is to bring back outsourced jobs and re-industrialize the West again.
To do so one must implement tax credits14 to support insourcing for American products
which used to be made abroad and imported to the U.S. Another issue is who should
finance the safety net for those American workers whose jobs have been off shore
outsourced, regardless of possible tax credits? Perhaps those corporations which make
huge profit on it or just the society? But to avoid any form of protectionism and to
support free trade, tariffs for products made by particular countries, such as China,
Germany, Japan, France, and so forth, should be minimal, because the theory of free

12

http://www.usdebtclock.org/ (Retrieved on 1-10-2012)
It is assumed that 50% of populations belong to the labor force (7 B x 0.5 x 0.75=2.45 B).
14
On January 24, 2012 President Obama suggested this kind of credit in his State of the Union.
13
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trade is not built upon the necessary transfer of industrial jobs from the developed to
developing countries.
This strategy is simple and natural, but due to the conflicting interests and pressure from
elites in the world, it is not implementable today. One must remember that “innovation
does not happen in laboratories by researchers. It happens on the factory floor. The
process of making stuff helps you experiment and produce new products. If everything
is made in China, people there will gain the skills, knowledge and experience to
innovate. And the Westerners will be behind.” 15

China’s “Hidden” Culture: A Key to Understanding Its Economic
Transformation 16
Westerners look at the Chinese from the Western point of view, neglecting the 5000
year-long phenomenon of this very long-lasting nation. It may not be appropriate to
equate China’s economic accomplishment to that of Western civilization. Until about 30
years ago, Chinese civilization had not progressed much over the past 200 years. Its
economic accomplishment in the past 30 years is simply a duplication of that of Western
civilization (clothing, social behavioral changes, material consumption, etc.). However,
the Chinese do have a deeply-rooted “hidden” culture which is not well understood by
Westerners. Our writings are primarily focused on the “economic impacts” and
“changes” due to the globalization and outsourcing caused by the availability of
Internet. They cannot fully explain the intrinsic differences between Chinese people and
those in the West. Following are a few culture-wide factors which shall be addressed to
emphasize the ability of the Chinese culture to pursue its role in world economics:
a. Strong family values. Most Chinese people prefer not to reveal individual
political interests until the whole society has a big problem. In other words, they
can tolerate “less democracy” for more national stability, and this is the reason
they accept “modified” communism without going against the communist
leaders.
b. Hoarding of wealth. Similar to the Japanese, Chinese people do not spend all the
money they earn. They care about holding long-term property such as land and
gold, which makes their economy less sensitive to the outside world. I.e., the
global crisis has less effect on the internal economy in China since most people
manage their finances very well, even though they do not have the same life
quality or living standards as the West.
c. Emphasis on education. Most parents will put education as the first priority for
their children. In other words, they can let go of personal life quality or
enjoyment if there is opportunity to upgrade their social status (or position) and
15

F. Zaharia. The Case for Making It in the USA. TIME, February 6, 2012, p. 19.
This section is based on Professor Bernard Han’s advice to this author, who is grateful to him for so
honestly sharing his knowledge about the hidden Chinese culture.
16

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol67/iss67/16

88

Review: Full Issue

84

Number 67, Fall 2012
knowledge. The Chinese value knowledge and social status more than anything
else. They consider merchants the worst class in society. This is the big
difference between the East and the West.

In fact, the above three factors are commonly shared by the Jewish culture. This could
be the reason that Jews were assimilated by the Chinese 1200 years ago. 17 It also
explains why the Chinese are as successful as Jews in commerce and education in the
U.S. and beyond.
Most people in China understand that their political system is not good, but they keep
silent since the Communist party is lopsided and there is no way to avoid persecution if
you go against the system. But, if the Chinese government continues to allow more
economic freedom or make improvements in living standards for the general public,
then there will be no “Problem of Revolution” at all. Nevertheless, we cannot
underestimate the potential danger embedded in these two factors since the Chinese
leaders have to be willing to let go some of their given advantages, curb their
corruptions, and maintain a pseudo-democracy to be considered as partners with
Westerners.
According to the Chinese understanding of the 2008-2011 deep economic recession, its
roots are not in outsourcing of Western jobs but come from the following factors:
a. Capitalists’ selfishness. Most rich people (1%) do not care about others (99%)
but only about their own benefits. This is very true in the United States and
possibly true in the E.U.
b. Overemphasized individual rights. Everyone is equal, and this can be applied to
people with different value systems, different religions, different life styles, and
different morality. No wonder there are no standards of living in the society.
Everyone is equal and it turns out everyone is great and everyone is equally
distracted and confused.
c. The inability to conduct self-examination. As shown in Table 1, the poorest
country in the whole world is India (not China). However, both India and China
are really poor compared to the Western countries. Using the figures presented in
Table 1, the U.S. owns 23 times more wealth per person compared to China, and
52 times more wealth per person than in India. All these numbers indicate that
one of the real problems in the West is overspending and over-enjoyment of
personal life.
If the previous factors do not change, the hope for self-correction in the West is very
slim.

17

see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kaifeng_Jews
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The Chinese collaborate with Westerners from the position of a wiser partner who has
patience and hope to gain power step by step.

Do We Face a Contest for Supremacy or for Civilizational Survival?
A China that has been resurrected by globalization in the 21st century has become the
subject of fascination for intellectuals from the West. They are in a race to publish the
most impressive book. Just a few examples illustrate this race: A Contest for Supremacy,
China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery In Asia, by Aaron L. Friedberg (2011),
China Shakes the World, by James Kynge (2006), China on the Brink, by Callum
Henderson (1999), When China Rules the World, by Martin Jacques (2009), and The
Quest, by Daniel Yergin (2011), among others. In these titles there is more myth than
reality.
The West has always had well-defined enemies. In particular, the U.S. has always
known which country is its enemy. The first enemy was Great Britain, later Germany
and Japan, followed by USSR (until 1991). Today the enemy is China. This is an
unintended enemy which was created because it is convenient for the U.S. to have an
enemy besides terrorists.
China should be a good enemy since it is not a democracy, just ruled by a communistic
party in an authoritarian manner (Walter and Howie, 2011). However, China does not
want to propagate communism elsewhere. Contrary to the communistic dogmas, this
country has been implementing a managed-market economy (a new type of capitalism 18
or a modified communism or socialism), which energizes individuals at the bottom of
the hierarchical society. On the other hand, this system as the Chinese model has an
inherited conflict between communism and capitalism. Furthermore, China does not
want a war with the West, since it is winning without fighting because it is successfully
following the main rule of its great sage Sun Tzu (544-496 B.C.). However, “an
increasingly powerful China is likely to try to push the U.S. out of Asia, much the way
the U.S. pushed European powers out of the Western Hemisphere,” (Mearsheimer
2001).
However, an aircraft carrier, the Shi Lang, (which was purchased as the Varyag, a
Kuznetsov-class carrier from Ukraine, refurbished, and is in service) is intended to show
18

China, in terms of its economic systems, “makes 3 steps forward and 2 steps backward.” In fact Chinese
leadership is afraid of dividing the country into two parts; those who “have” and those who “do not have.”
In 2011-2012 China is “crack-downing on capitalism” (R. Foroohar, The Curious Capitalist. TIME,
January 16, 2012, p.22). The government has intensified Internet controls, jailed a few intellectuals, and
limited free speech and human rights in order to prevent a potential Chinese Spring or Summer. When
Deng Xiaoping restored his authority in 1978 and said that “to be wealthy is not a sin,” the Chinese
economy begun growing; it flourished. Many officials use this new policy to make unexpected and huge
profits. The state monopolies have fallen into the hands of small groups of party apparatchiks who
maintain the political status quo for their own sake.
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the world that China is a first-class naval power. Apparently, China is changing its
strategic thinking, which was concentrated on crossing the sea to do battle on land, to
looking to encircle Taiwan by adroitly deploying forces off Taiwan’s east coast. In
theory, a Chinese carrier-led naval task force could be used to deny the U.S. the ability
to come to Taiwan’s rescue 19. The integration of Taiwan with mainland China is
considered by China as an “internal issue.”
Because Western civilization is intensively supporting its own development by
transformation to a Global civilization, China has only to comply with this push and
continue its own unprecedented development. According to popular estimations,
China’s economy should reach the level of the American economy in 2027, but it will
be two times bigger in 2050 (Jacques, 2009). The question is, won’t such a China that
feels so strong want to disseminate its “winning” culture around the world? This author
thinks as follows: If this becomes true, it will mean that China has abandoned its
famous “middle of the road” politics. It will also mean that China will have entered a
period when it will be risking what it has gained so far in the early 21st century and what
it could not achieve in the last 500 years.
The most important question is -- will China be a superpower? Will there be a
civilizational clash? The answer is reflected in the following “ifs” 20:
a. If the Chinese leaders do not deal with corruption or maintain actual political
stability, then China will never have a chance to become a superpower.
b. If, ironically, the U.S. helps (or even pushes) China to successfully become a
country with a full democracy, then China will definitely become the leading
superpower, given nothing changing in the United States and European Union.
c. If China Westernizes, then there will be no clash of “civilization” at all. Rather,
there will be conflicts of interests.
The current Western approach to China follows step b, since the West thinks that it is
the “best” and that every nation/state/civilization should Westernize. In this manner, the
West is bringing up the future superpower, which will be its strategic competitor or
perhaps even an enemy. Despite the wise opposition of Chinese seniors to
Westernization, the younger generation and the huge Chinese diaspora are Westernizing
quickly. A good proof of this is the decline of Chinatowns in the United States, which in
the past were the hubs of Chinese culture and today are almost empty.
It is obvious that the development of Chinese civilization according to Western patterns
sooner or later will lead to a shaking up of the balance of interests rather than to the
hegemony of China in the global economy. We are already entering into this state of the
19

See “China’s 65,000-ton secret.” Bloomberg Businessweek. January 30-February 5, 2012, p. 65.
These “ifs” were suggested by Professor Bernard Han, who consulted this author on the Chinese
culture.

20
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world civilization, because it is impossible to maintain the current rate of civilizational
development for a population of 7-11 billion people. But such a number of potential
customers is a dream of global corporations, which perceive good business lying ahead.
Therefore we face not the race for who will rule the world, but in reality we deal with
the race for who will have the best access to the largest sources of energy and other
strategic resources which are necessary to maintain our civilization in good shape. In
this area, China has shown many initiatives and has successfully gained access to
sources of oil in Africa, South America, and the Near East.
For example, in 2011 China signed contracts to import 65 percent of the world’s
reserves of iron ore and 40 percent of copper and aluminum. To secure these supplies,
China operates mines from Zambia to Peru, extracts crude oil in Ethiopia, Kazakhstan,
and Sudan, and invests in the extraction of natural gas in Australia and Turkey. China
even invests in the extraction of coal in North America, since Chinese coal is of low
quality. China is the largest importer of soybeans and also corn, which is needed for the
rising consumption of meat. 21
China was self-sufficient in its consumption of oil in the 20th century. In the 21st
century, China became the second largest consumer of oil after the U.S. By about 2020,
China may surpass the U.S. in consuming oil (Yergin, 2011:192). China has 170 cities
with populations of one million and several cities with populations of ten million. The
rising urbanization of China requires energy. To maintain good social order, China
should create 25 million jobs every year.
Today, the economic powers race for access to strategic resources. The most important
strategic resource is oil. The question is, will such an expanding global economy lead to
a war between the U.S. and China?

From China’s Rise to the Troubled Future of Civilization
China and the Business Growth Trap
The nonsense of the strategy of continuous economic growth is illustrated in Table 1,
which compares the U.S. China, India, and the rest of the world’s growth at the rate of
the so-called “American Way of Life” in 2011. If the Chinese and Indians would like to
live as the Americans do, then the world resources consumed would need to be 309
percent larger than are available now, even assuming that the rest of the world would be
satisfied with the same material standards of living as they currently have.

21

China’s Buy List, TIME, January 9, 2012, p. 46-47.
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Table 1. What Will Happen if China and India Grow as the U.S. Has?
COUNTRIES
USA
China
India
The Rest
Total

Population
(millions)
2011
312
1,348
1,204
4,136
7,000

% of World
Resources
Used 2011
27
5
2
66
100

American Way of
Life - % of Resources
Used 2011
27
117
99
66
309

Source: Pocket World in Figures, The Economist, 2011, official centers
and the Author’s estimations

This comparison’s conclusion can be supported by the analysis done by Lester Brown
(2001:17) who noticed that:
•
•
•

•

If the Chinese would like to eat as much beef as the Americans, then they will
need 343 million tons of grain a year, an amount equal to the entire U.S. grain
harvest.
If the Chinese would like to eat as much fish as the Japanese, then they will need
to consume 100 million tons of seafood – the entire world fish catch.
If the Chinese would like to have two cars per household as the Americans do,
then they would need 80 million barrels of oil per day, which is about 80 percent
of the world production in 2011. Needless to say, the bigger size of parking lots
would take 50 percent of the 31 million hectares currently used to produce the
country’s 132-million-ton harvest of rice, which is the basic food of these
people.
If the Chinese are to be more educated, then the consumption of paper would rise
from 35 to 342 kilograms/per person (similar to the Americans), and they would
need more paper than the world currently produces.

The business growth trap is very obvious in light of the provided examples. Its threat is
very well seen in the big-picture perspective. Unfortunately, current business practices
are oriented in small-picture perspectives. Also, political control of business is limited to
a very short cycle, which neglects the decline of civilization on the small planet called
Earth.
In 1972, an MIT research team led by Dennis Meadows published a book, Limits to
Growth, predicting that growth on this planet will stop within the next one hundred
years. They invoked five major trends of global concern: accelerating industrialization,
rapid population growth, widespread malnutrition, depletion of nonrenewable resources,
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and a deteriorating environment. In the years following the publication of this book,
people began to recycle wasted resources and thought more about sustainable growth.
After the subsequent 36 years, a sixth trend of global concern must be added:
unregulated turbo-capitalism (global economy), which threatens the well-being of
Western civilization.
The Race for Resources and the Death Triangle of Civilization
“The race between population and resources leads to two related problems, the rate at
which resources are being used (and used up), and the inequality in the distribution of
resources,” (Cameron, 1993:404). The first threat can and perhaps will stop civilization
sooner or later. The second threat will lead to internal and external wars of civilizations,
which eventually will result in a more aggressive civilization at the expense of other
civilizations.
Seen from space, Earth exhibits a striking difference from the other planets of the solar
system: more than two-thirds of its surface is covered with water. Earth is the only
planet in the solar system known to support life. Unlike the other planets, its crust is
broken into plates that are in constant motion, borne along by currents of heat below.
The Earth has a magnetic field generated by this heat, which is one of the sources of
energy which drives civilization. The Earth is among four of the smallest plants in the
Solar System. Its resources are finite.
From 4000 B.C. through 1800 A.D., our civilization grew three percent per 1,000 years,
and the budgeting of strategic resources was not an issue (Maddison, 2001). Since the
Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, civilization has been in accelerated growth and
in the 21st century, it has entered the “growth trap” period. The growth trap is when
accelerated growth is intensified by the growth of population and managerial/global
turbo-capitalism, which looks for tremendous growth in executive benefits and replaces
voters with lobbyists.
We used to think and act in terms of a local community, nation, region, or even a group
of nations. But now we need to consider the broader – planetary – context if we want to
sustain our social life. The planet is so large in relation to every individual but for the
population it is becoming smaller and smaller. In the last 200 years the population has
grown from 300 million to seven billion and is still growing. We have about 4.7 acres of
available footprint but we use 5.4 acres in terms of calculated resources. “We are living
beyond our ecological means. The planet is shrinking, because we are running out of
resources. We are using the planet with such intensity that it is unable to restore itself,”
(Steffen, 2008:16).
In terms of the two most important strategic resources of civilization, water and energy,
the situation is as follows:
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•

Water – Over 97 percent of the Earth’s water is in the oceans and has too much
salt for the use of most land plants and animals. Of the 2.5 percent that is fresh
water, about two-thirds is locked up in glaciers. This means that slightly less
than one percent of the Earth’s water is fresh and in liquid form. Irrigation
systems are drying up the deltas of such major rivers as the Indus, Nile,
Colorado, and some rivers in Europe. The U.N. set a goal to provide 13 gallons
of safe water per day (within a few hundred meters of each family) to eight
billion people in 2025. This goal is unrealistic, taking into account that according
to the World Health Organization, the minimum need is five gallons of treated
water a day per person, and it is difficult to provide this amount of water to
everybody (Conkin, 2007:66).

•

Energy – How long will our fossil fuels like oil, gas, and uranium last? Oil
reserves should last about 40 years; gas, 51 years; uranium, 30-70 years; and
coal, 200 years. Therefore, humans’ knowledge and skills must replace these
nonrenewable resources with ones that are either man-made (e.g., ethanol) or not
subject to depletion (e.g., solar and wind energy). Otherwise, civilization will
stop (Targowski, 2009:398).

There are many more threats to civilization, presented in Figure 1, which connects three
dangerous bombs: the Population Bomb, the Ecological Bomb, and the Strategic
Resources Depletion Bomb (Targowski, 2009:404).

Population
Bomb

Death Triangle
Of Civilization

Population
Decline

Emigration
from
The Earth

Depleting
Resources
Bomb

Ecological
Bomb
Another Planet
or Galaxy

Figure 1. The Death Triangle of Civilization
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The Death Triangle of Civilization will be controlling the global economy sooner than
will China, supposedly the largest economic power in 2050, because the rise of China
only accelerates the activation of that Triangle. In effect the whole world will enter such
a complex, practically suicidal, situation that nobody will be able to manage it.

Can Western Knowledge Win Over Chinese Wisdom?
The present situation in the world civilization is not yet a confrontation between the
Western and Chinese civilizations because the West still treats China as its “robot.” It
plans to utilize the cheap Chinese labor force as long as possible and to make a good
profit. However, China is slowly getting out from under that subordination and
beginning to surpass its master.
The Western civilization represented by the “1%” with the highest income recalls the
last phase of Rome (476 A.D.), which dominated the world for nearly 1200 years.
Similarly Western civilization dominated the world for nearly 1200 years since the rise
of the Frankish Empire (800 A.D.). Table 2 compares the state of Rome I with the U.S.
(Rome III).
Table 2. The Comparison of the Roman Empire and the U.S. in Times of Crisis
Criteria
Rulers
Politicians
Elite
Military
Work done by
Ideas
Purpose of life
Mindset
Viewed by others

The Roman Empire
5th Century A.D.
Insensitive
Irrelevant
Passive
Dispersed
Slaves & Servants
Lack of ideas
Dolce vita
Return to countryside
and autarchy
Falling &
attacked and beaten by
weaker forces

The United States
The 2000s A.D.
Misleading
Self-serving
Detached
Stretched-out
Computers
Illegal immigrants working like slaves
Offshore cheap labor
Lack of ideas
The fun society
Protectionist feelings and besieged
Falling (Iraq & Afghanistan) &
attacked by terrorists against whom
one cannot decisively win

The comparison of Rome I and Rome III (the U.S.) gives the impression that the U.S. is
in bad shape from the civilization point of view. It cannot lead Western civilization back
to its previous prominent state.
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The West is sure of its ability to create and disseminate knowledge, since it has been
doing so very spectacularly for the last 500 years. In the Encyclopedia Britannica about
85 percent of the entries are about contributions made by Western civilization. Ricardo
Duchesne in his book The Uniqueness of Western Civilization (2011) asks: what makes
the West unique? He explains it is partly the singular emergence of democratic culture,
including the capacity for self-criticism from which revisionism itself derives. It is
partly the rationalization of so many spheres of life, from science to law. It is partly the
culture of innovation and widespread competition. These are all classical explanations
for the divergence of the West.
What Duchesne adds is an emphasis on the "continuous creativity," as he calls it, of the
West, and the argument that the creativity of Western civilization derives from a
longstanding matrix of aristocratic libertarianism. Another unique feature of Europeans
was a relatively egalitarian (actually egalitarian-aristocratic) spirit. A king in Europe
was usually a first among equals, at least among the aristocrats; at the very least no
member of the nobility or aristocracy had to kowtow or prostrate themselves before a
king. This is quite in contrast to despotic cultures almost anywhere else in the world.
While some other warrior aristocracies (most notably Japan) had a similar "noblesse
oblige" ethos, the egalitarianism was missing.
Of all these factors, the Western civilization lost the ability for self-correction by its
elites, thus creating very strong economic inequality. Consequently, these two factors
triggered the collapse of democratic values and the foundation of civil society. Such a
society, while knowledgeable, cannot make good judgments and choices, which used to
define its wisdom. Western civilization developed the belief that knowledge and
technology can solve any crisis. In many cases this worked in the past. But when 9-11
billion people populate the Earth in 2050 and would like to live at the level of
Westerners at the end of the 20th century, neither knowledge nor technology will solve
the coming crisis.
Western society’s loss of wisdom cannot compete with China’s famous smartness, hard
work, and wisdom to survive in very harsh conditions. This is contrary to some
expectations that China must Westernize22 like Japan in order to succeed, or that it will
only be successful if it copies the American democratic model. In fact China learned
much more from the failure of the Soviet Union and its fall in 1991, after seeing
Russia’s convulsions when transforming into the Western model.
The Chinese Communist Party saw that the Soviet Union was economically very
inflexible at the citizen level. This led to its collapse in 1991. On the other hand, post22

Chinese intellectual, Nobel Prize winner Liu Xiabo wrote that “I now realize that Western civilization,
while it can be useful in reforming China in its present stage, cannot save humanity in an overall sense. I
must 1). Use Western civilization as a tool to critique China. 2). Use my own creativity to critique the
West.” The New York Review of Books, February 9, 2012, p. 53.
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Soviet Russia lost its grip on the economy and is in permanent turmoil. The lesson
learned led China to two main rules: allow economic freedom at the bottom of society
and simultaneously keep strong control at the top of the state by an authoritarian
government. Perhaps this political system may be called modified communism or
socialism. Needless to say, this is the future system of governing, in which the world
will distribute limited strategic resources by coupons.
Then a strong government at the top will be required to supervise a life with limited
resources. Perhaps it may even return to the level of Russian life under LeninismStalinism (1917-56). It will be a corrupt and ineffective system, of course, but people
will be happy just to have something to eat and to keep them warm. Due to this system,
China, which used to have a less comfortable civilization than the West, will be better
off than the West during the time of the Death Triangle of Civilization’s threats. Very
probably the Chinese model will be adapted by the West so that it may address the
coming critical times of the Triangle.
Table 3. The Comparison of Western and Chinese Civilizations
CRITERIA

WESTERN
CIVILIZATION
Nation-states

State
Government
Culture
Main values
Hardship threshold
Focus
Strongest knowledge
Infrastructure
Interest
Level of energy needed to
support life activities
Character
Survival ability

Democracy
1200+ years old
Individualism
Neglect of Seniors
Low
Short and Instant
Scientific and Universal
Complex
Extraverted
High

CHINESE
CIVILIZATION
Civilization-state spread
through country and
diaspora around the globe
Authoritarian Hierarchy
5000 years old
Family
Respect for Seniors
High
Long and Patient
Scientific and Conventional
Simple and Complex
Introverted
Low to Medium

Arrogant
Moderate

Submissive
High

Source: Author’s opinion, and Targowski (2009).

This comparison indicates that in the sense of enduring, Chinese civilization has better
characteristics than Western civilization. This is proven by comparing 5000 to 1200
years, which means that the former has lasted four times longer than the latter. It is
interesting that while Chinese civilization is still functioning, Western civilization is
being transforming into Global civilization. This means that Western civilization is
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fading. The West in facing China’s challenge does not show any strong vision, strategy,
or will to correct its situation.

Toward the Wise Civilization and the Remaking of the Modern World
in the 21st Century
In the 21st century we are facing the empirical fact that neither capitalism (particularly
liberal and unregulated), nor socialism, nor communism are accomplished systems in
the long-term. One must predict that a wise civilization (Targowski, 2011:185) will need
a new political system in the 21st century that will be called Ecoism (or EcoSuperiority). This means that the ecosystem’s long-term sustainability is superior to
humankind’s well-being in the short-term. This system is based on the following values:
• Eco-Justice, Eco-Freedom, and Eco-democracy
To steer the development and operations of:
• Complementary Spirituality
• Integrated Society
• Deep Economy (Eco-Economy)
• Deep Communication
• Eco-Infrastructure
The values of Eco-Justice, Eco-Freedom, and Eco-Democracy mean that limits in terms
of the well-being of the ecosystem must be given greater weight in traditionally
perceived justice, freedom, and democracy. It is like in Deep Economy (Eco-Economy),
where full economic cost cannot be limited only to business cost, but must include
environmental and social costs as well.
Eco-Justice means that any crime and its consequences must also be evaluated from the
ecosystem point of view.
Eco-Freedom means that humans are free in their choices and movements as long as
they do not destroy the ecosystem. For example, deforestation should be forbidden, and
the development of megacities should be controlled from an eco-policy point of view.
Eco-Democracy means that the balance of power must be preserved through free
elections and a free press but that politicians and the press cannot act against the
ecosystem, as they do today in the form of lobbyists’ hidden support for politicians and
the media. Consequently, the ecosystem will be superior to humans, who among
themselves behave democratically but in facing the ecosystem are subordinate to it.
Complementary Spirituality - The level of spirituality and its complexity determines the
possibility for a wise civilization. A low level or lack of spirituality in society puts a
given civilization at risk. In the world’s approximately 100 active major cultures, each
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one has its own kind of spirituality. To remove potential, if not certain, conflicts among
them, one must find a common ground for them. This can be done by sharing selected
values of each civilization and make of a set of complementary spiritual values. This
will eventually lead to a Universal civilization as the potential wise civilization.
Integrated Society - The society of a wise civilization should be composed of people
who are in solidarity with each other and are wise. In the age of globalization, most
societies are multi-cultural, wherein each ethnicity has its own agenda and lives in an
almost closed environment. To overcome this situation, they have to be able to integrate
around a common culture, which will be called a middle culture.
Deep Communication - Current civilizations are driven by “shallow communication,”
particularly in mass media. They are very simplistic in delivering the news, focusing
mostly on negative news about current events. The media rarely cover long-term issues
with “deep background,” which contains theoretical, global, and universal
knowledge/wisdom about discussed issues.
Eco-Infrastructure - Contemporary civilizations have developed many supportive
infrastructures (Targowski, 2009:15), which determine the well-being of humans. The
most eco-driven infrastructures are urban, transportation, and information. The last two
infrastructures created the foundation for the development of the Global civilization by
the development of global transportation systems and the Internet. The eco-orientation
of this infrastructure should be as follows:
•

•

In the scope of the transportation infrastructure for a wise civilization,
particularly for its North American part, one must expand metropolitan
transit systems and intercity trains to reduce individual use of cars and save
energy. The fuel consumption of cars should be regulated, and cars such as
Hummers should not be produced.
In the scope of the information infrastructure for the wise civilization, one
must regulate the development of automation, according to the following
laws (Targowski, 2009:273):
o Law I. Do not develop service systems without human presence.
o Law II. Do not develop service systems which harm society.
o Law III. Do not develop service systems which endanger the human
race.

Law I protects people against passivity; Law II protects society against structured
unemployment; Law III protects the human race against bifurcation into two kinds of
species.
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Another set of laws for automation in manufacturing is provided by Targowski-Mordak
(2011):
o Law I. Do not implement high automation technology before you are
sure that the same goal cannot be achieved by other means.
o Law II. Do not implement automation technology with the aim to
totally eliminate a human presence in a manufacturing process.
o Law III. Do not develop automation which harms society or
endangers the human race.
In effect, the Ecoism (Eco-Superiority) political system satisfies all laws and rules of
civilizations and adds new ones to expand human knowledge and wisdom, working for
the sake of mankind and its environment.

Conclusions
One can draw the following conclusions:
1. The spectacular development of China in the 21st century has been triggered by
Western civilization. It treats this country as its “robot” by economically
colonizing its workforce, benefiting from cheap labor. It is a myth that so far
China has improved its development through internal factors.
2. China is transforming in the 21st century from “a colonial robot” (low-level
labor) into an economic superpower (high-level-labor, following the Japanese
paths in the XX century), due to its wise top management, old culture, and
increasing intellectual and infrastructural potential which is strengthening its
internal developmental. As a result, China could surpass the U.S. in the 21st
century in the size of its economy and eventually may become the hegemon of
Asia and even the world. In this respect, China’s ascendance is not a myth.
However, if this premise should become a reality, it is assumed that the West
will not be able to practice self-correction anymore, as it used to.
3. Today, it is doubtful whether the West can correct its service economy and
return to the industrial or mixed economy because the financial elite still make
huge profits through the strategy of outsourcing. This will continue until the
“99%” movement transforms into a social revolution. This is the reality of
Western civilization, which after transforming to the Global civilization has lost
its Christian values and work ethics.
4. In the coming 10-15 years, economic cooperation between the West and China
will transform into a conflict over strategic resources and particularly for oil.
This may even reach a level of military confrontation, probably first by proxy.
On the other hand, it is a myth that China is planning a military confrontation to
establish a world order a la China. China will be content with achieving the
status of the leader in Asia and the annexation of Taiwan, which is imminent.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2012

101

Comparative Civilizations Review, Vol. 67 [2012], No. 67, Art. 16

Comparative Civilizations Review

5.

6.
7.

8.
9.

97

It would be a waste of time and resources for the U.S. to try to maintain its
leading role in Asia 23, because due to the shrinking of American financial might,
this is impossible. The U.S. should keep its leadership in Europe, the Americas,
and the Near East. This is a strategy which differs from the strategy offered by Z.
Brzezinski (2012). It is too much for the declining U.S. to be a leader in another,
faraway part of the world. Furthermore, competition from a richer and wiser
China will be too much for the declining strategic abilities of the U.S., which so
far are driven mostly by global corporations.
The clash over strategic resources and the well-being of citizens between the
Western and Chinese civilizations will trigger the activation of the Death
Triangle of Civilization. This is because a huge world population of 7-11 billion
people will begin a fight for mere survival a la Darwinism. That clash may be
very strong, or it may lead to wise cooperation to avoid the death of civilization.
The latter is possible, since people usually behave better in a crisis than in good
times.
The reality of Western civilization is such that most of its population,
particularly its elites, are too well-off and have lost the instinct for wisdom,
despite developing rich knowledge.
It should be investigated further what is better from the civilizational point of
view: to support less efficient Red China or more efficient White China? Which
“China” will deplete sooner the strategic resources of our planet?
The development of a wise civilization is the only appropriate strategy in the 21st
century. It is necessary to popularize it in schools, colleges, societies, and
politics. It would be good to implement this strategy before our civilization
declines too fast and disappears.
It is very probable that Western civilization will not outlive the knowledge
which it created. Perhaps Chinese civilization will outlive the Triangle since is
better at adapting to adverse conditions.
It would not be wrong to learn from the Chinese civilization what its wisdom is
and how to use it for the sake of all. Should the West switch from 26 to a more
effective 3000-5000 characters-oriented alphabet?

23

Some predict that within ten years, three of the world’s five largest economies will be in Asia: China,
Japan, and India (Time, January 30, 2012, p. 26). This is only if Western Civilization won’t self-correct
its economic strategy and the planet doubles its inventory of strategic resources.
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Not a Clash of Civilizations, But a Clash Between the
Civilized and the Uncivilized
Yu Jie
Since the late Harvard University political science professor Samuel Huntington
published the theory of a "clash of civilizations", the Chinese Communist Party has been
using it to explain China’s relationship with the West. This theory has become the
Chinese Communist Party's best shield.
The Chinese Communist Party has skillfully transformed the difference of two systems,
Chinese autocracy as opposed to Western democracy, into to a clash of civilizations -the conflict between the Chinese civilization and Western civilization. But as a matter of
fact, the Chinese Communists cannot represent the Chinese civilization. Communist
China’s ideology and way of ruling are learned from the West, especially from the
radical tradition rooted in the French Revolution and the Marxist - Leninist - Stalinist
system.
Unfortunately, many scholars outside China have mistakenly believed that China has a
unique cultural tradition which inevitably corresponds to autocracy. The fact is that
South Korea and Taiwan both belong to the so-called “Confucian cultural circle” Yet,
both have successfully transplanted the western democratic system into their countries.
Through public relations and publicity, the Chinese Communist authorities have
camouflaged themselves so that they look entirely different from the former Soviet
Union. This causes the democratic world to relax its vigilance and defense.
The Chinese Communist regime’s penetration of the West far exceeds that conducted by
the former Soviet Union. In the Cold War era, the Soviet Union was blocked behind the
Iron Curtain; there were few links between the Soviet and Western economies. An
average American family would not be using products “made in the USSR.” Today,
China is deeply embedded within the globalized system. A book by an American
journalist published recently detailed a year of the author’s refusal to buy products that
were “made in China” and the many difficulties she encountered as a result of this
decision.
On the surface, the West has profited from its trade with China. Western consumers can
buy vast quantities of cheap Chinese products. However, fundamental values of the
West are quietly being eroded: Who knows if the American flag flying outside your
home was manufactured by inmates in Chinese prisons or by child labor?
In January of this year, I was forced to leave China. When I arrived in the United States,
I thought I had escaped the reach of Beijing. However, I soon came to realize that the
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Chinese government’s shadow continues to be omnipresent. Several U.S. universities
that I have contacted dare not invite me for a lecture, as they cooperate with China on
many projects. Thus, if you are a scholar of Chinese studies who has criticized the
Communist Party, it would be impossible for you to be involved in research projects
with the Chinese-funded Confucius Institute, and you may even be denied a Chinese
visa. On the contrary, if you praise the Communist Party, not only would you receive
ample research funding but you might also be invited to visit China and even received
by high-level officials. In this way, western academic freedom has been distorted by
invisible hands.
I believe that China is a far greater threat than the former Soviet Union ever was;
unfortunately, now the West lacks visionary politicians like Ronald Reagan to stand up
to this threat. President Obama might perceive the Chinese Communist Party as a tiger
that does not bite. As a winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, will Obama openly request
that China release Liu Xiaobo, a Nobel Peace laureate imprisoned by the Communist
Party? Why did Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton have the courage to meet
with Burma’s Aung San Suu Kyi but not to meet with Liu? Is it because Burma is weak,
while China is strong?
The Chinese Communist Party remains a tiger that will bite. My life was endangered in
the last few years for publishing a book critical of Chinese Premier Wen Jiabo – titled
“China’s Best Actor - Wen Jiabo” and for drafting “Charter 08” with Liu Xiaobo,
especially after he was awarded the Nobel Prize. I was hooded and captured by the
secret police, and I was nearly tortured to death. I would have died if I had been sent to
the hospital ten minutes later.
Since then, dozens of lawyers and writers have been subjected to brutal tortures; some
have contracted severe pneumonia after being held in front of fans blowing cold air and
then being baked by an electric furnace. The secret police threatened me, saying that
they had a list of 200 anticommunist party intellectuals whom they were ready to arrest
and bury alive. This means that I could have been buried alive simply for pursuing
freedom of speech and religion.
Over the past year, the number of political prisoners in China has increased, and the jail
sentences have become longer, yet Western voices of protest have become weaker. Not
only is Liu Xiaobo still being held in prison -- After Aung San Suu Kyi’s release, Liu
Xiaobo is the world’s only Nobel peace prize winner who is held in prison; and Liu's
wife, Liu Xia, has been held under illegal house arrest for more than a year. And the
world simply stands and watches as this is happening.
Internal harsh repression and external rapid expansion are two sides of a coin.
Communist China vetoed the UN resolution on Syria recently because a massacre
similar to the Damascus massacre is happening in Tibet. Since the beginning of this
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year, more than 40 Tibetans have immolated themselves due to despair. In the past, the
self-immolation of several Vietnamese monks caused the anti-Vietnam War movement
to spread across the globe. Today, the self-immolation of the Tibetan monks did not
seem to arouse much sympathy or support in the world.
Between the civilized and the uncivilized -- between democracy and autocracy -conflict, even war, is unavoidable. Therefore, promoting the democratization of China
not only is in line with the spirit of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, it is also in the national interests of democratic countries. More than a century
ago, Westerners described China as a “sleeping tiger;” today, it is the West that has
fallen asleep. As an independent writer and as a Christian member of a “house church,”
I have the responsibility to tell the truth and to try to wake up the West: The Chinese
Communist is still a man-eating tiger.
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Classicide in Communist China
Harry Wu
Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, China has
known only one form of government: the authoritarian communism of Mao Zedong.
Although China has undergone 30 years of major social and economic transitions, from
a political standpoint, the fundamental system of dictatorship established by Mao
Zedong has not changed. Why? Because China’s leaders are deeply afraid of falling
from power and allowing real freedom, democracy, and human rights to flourish.
The Party of Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao is the party of Mao Zedong. We cannot just
forget the crimes committed against humanity over the course of its 60-year history. The
world rightfully remembers the tragedy of the Holocaust where around 20 million were
killed. But many in the West do not realize that genocide has taken place on an even
greater scale in the People’s Republic of China. Under Mao’s reign, it is estimated that
65 million people died of unnatural causes- many of whom were killed because of their
class background.
“Genocide,” as defined by the United Nations, “involves acts committed with the intent
to destroy a national, ethnic, racial or religious group.” The methods of genocide are not
limited to killing, but also include mental harm and restrictions on people’s rights and
freedoms. The brutal and widespread “classicide” committed by the Chinese
government was indeed genocide.
What is classicide? In order to consolidate his power, Mao Zedong implemented a
nation-wide ideology to undermine those who previously held power. According to the
Chinese Communist Party’s revolutionary theory, society is composed of different
classes of people who can be divided into two major groups: the exploiting class and the
exploited. The Communist Party sought to exterminate the “exploiting classes,” so it
launched a political campaign to determine the political and social status of individuals.
According to each individual’s possession of land, capital, property, and income (as well
as the situation of their family members), everyone in the country was designated as a
member of the landlord class, the rich peasant class, the middle peasant class, or the
poor worker and peasant classes.
The poor classes were praised for their humble way of life and work ethic, and so they
willingly supported the Communist Party. Meanwhile, the landowners, the wealthy, the
intellectual elite, and the remnants of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government were
demonized and persecuted as “black classes”. Not only was their property seized, but
they were sent to do the most difficult and dangerous manual labor in the countryside.
Some of these people were beaten to death during various political movements, and
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many were sent into the Laogai – China’s forced labor prison system.
The Communist Party proclaimed that class struggle was necessary for promoting social
development, and said that the violence which ensued was necessary to establish a
proletarian socialist state. According to research, in 1949 there were around 10 to 15
million members of the landlord and rich peasant classes nationwide. By the end of the
1970s, when the Cultural Revolution had ended, only 10 to 15 percent of them remained
alive.
***
As for myself, I made some comments in a student political meeting at my university: I
criticized the Soviet suppression in Budapest in 1956. I also disagreed with those
Communist Party members who treated the common people as second-class citizens.
Because of these remarks, I was labeled a “Bourgeois-Counterrevolutionary-Rightist”.
In 1960, I was sentenced to life in the Laogai. At the time, I could not believe this
injustice, but afterwards I realized that there were other reasons I had become a target.
My father was a banker who was already considered a counter-revolutionary due to his
capitalist ways and contact with people overseas. The children of “rightists” were often
deemed to be “historical counter-revolutionaries”, and so they also suffered a similar
fate.
From the 1950s to the 1970s, nationwide, an individual’s class background was greatly
emphasized in terms of the distribution of work, promotion in employment, and
acceptance into schools, the Communist Party, and other organizations; many were sent
to the Laogai prisons to work. In addition to my father’s bad reputation, being baptized
Catholic was another strike against me. At a time when all religion was frowned upon,
Christianity in particular was viewed as an invasion of imperialist Western ideas.
Mao Zedong had stipulated that 5% of intellectuals must be “rightists,” so at least two
people in our class had to wear this label. Only two others among the 30 students had a
negative class background like mine. The “rightist” label was also given to a classmate
from Shanxi Province who came from a landlord family. But even those from the
targeted classes who managed to avoid persecution during the Anti-Rightist Campaign
were not able to escape the Cultural Revolution unscathed.
All throughout the Cultural Revolution, elimination of the targeted classes continued.
Under Mao Zedong’s direction, the Red Guards – made up of Chinese youth who held
the “Revolutionary Quotations of Mao Zedong” in hand – incited violence and social
chaos. On August 18, 1966 in Beijing, Mao Zedong directly called on the Red Guards
to “make revolution.” Beginning in schools, the Red Guards soon took to the streets to
annihilate “class enemies” and the exploiting classes.
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From August 18 to the end of September, 1966, 1,714 of the “five black elements” were
beaten to death, but there are no statistics for how many were killed or injured, how
many had their homes searched and their property confiscated, and how many were sent
off to the Laogai. This kind of annihilation was carried out throughout the country.
Only in the 1980s did the Chinese Communist Party make new policies removing the
“Hats”, or labels, of “landlord” or “rich peasant” or “rightist” from the survivors of
these groups. But this came too late; nearly all members of the landlord and rich
peasant classes in the countryside had been exterminated during the preceding 30 years.
As of today, no one has been put on trial for these atrocities.
***
Tyrannical governments all need a system of suppression to maintain power. Hitler had
the concentration camps, and Stalin had the Gulag. Similarly, since the dawn of the
People’s Republic of China, Chinese authorities have never hesitated to use forced labor
prison camps in their efforts to maintain political control. In China, they are called the
“Laogai”. Literally, the word means “reform through labor,” but it has come to stand for
the regime’s vast system of politically-imposed slavery. Laogai forced labor prisons
were a major tool used to eliminate political opposition, and the system continues to
thrive today.
Communist Party leaders demand that the Laogai must produce two kinds of
“products”: the first includes agricultural, industrial, and consumer products needed to
fuel the nation’s economy. The second is the man himself - the “reformed socialist
person.” The extermination of thought is possibly the greatest invention of the Chinese
Communist Party. “Thought reform”, as CCP officials say, is: “The use of forced labor
to reform the thinking of criminals and transform them into self-dependent, socialist
new men.” This is brainwashing! The CCP wants all prisoners, from thieves and
murderers to political and religious “criminals”, to abandon their political or religious
beliefs, reform their incorrect social views, and live life according to the tenets of
Communist rule. They must learn to support the Party while in prison, or else they will
not gain release. Should they dare to voice any public criticisms of the government, they
could find themselves locked in prison again.
***
Many Western academics choose to ignore the significance of the Laogai, even though
it has existed for more than 60 years. The Laogai Research Foundation estimates that
since 1949, almost 50 million people have been thrown into the Laogai. However, all
information related to the Laogai is treated as a state secret, and so no one can know the
real number. Ignoring the Laogai will have devastating effects. Just as China’s economy
is now booming, Germany’s economy expanded by 73 percent from 1933 to 1937, and
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most Germans agreed with Hitler’s policies. Meanwhile, foreign businessmen
cooperated with German companies. No nation saw any reason to boycott the 1936
Olympic Game in Berlin. Not until 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, did the world
realize Hitler’s intent. Only when people were liberated from the concentration camps
did the world began to fully understand the scale of this atrocity.
Thankfully, we have witnessed the end of the Hitler and Stalin regimes, but in China,
the world’s most extensive system of forced labor camps persists. We cannot condemn
the atrocities committed in the camps of Hitler and Stalin but ignore the continuing
brutality of the Laogai. The U.S. never dreamed of doing business with the Soviet Union
during the Cold War, especially in the fields of science and technology. Yet business
with China is ever-increasing, even as the rising global power becomes a major security
threat to the U.S. and other democratic nations.
Capitalism is growing widely and rapidly in China today. In 1978, Deng Xiaoping put
aside communist economic ideology in favor of capitalism. But this was not to be
Western capitalism as we know it; it is capitalism under the limitations of a one-party
state. Yet this totalitarian “communist” regime is not bad for business, because the
government controls the land and the market. Meanwhile, cooperation with foreign
companies is at an all-time high and the economy’s growth rate is holding strong.
However, the leadership in Beijing is not only using this money to strengthen its control
over the Chinese people: it is also giving China unmatched bargaining power in its
foreign relations.
By now, we know that capitalism does not automatically bring about democracy and
freedom. Today in China, those with wealth are largely those with political power. And
conveniently, the flag of class struggle is no longer raised. Having eliminated a large
portion of the nation’s intellectuals and capitalists, Communist Party members and their
offspring have filled the void created by decades of slaughter. Of course, what is ironic
is that the new China is built upon the idea which Mao Zedong hated. Class divisions in
Chinese society have become increasingly apparent. The working class, held up on such
a high pedestal throughout Mao’s reign, is in fact struggling to get by as Chinese
government officials get rich from corrupt business deals.
China’s future leader Xi Jinping will not change the existing political system. Did we
ever hear Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin or Hu Jintao publicly condemn Mao Zedong,
who died back in 1976? No, because China is not a “former” communist country.
Modern China remains under the firm control of the Chinese Communist Party. Its core
ideology is incompatible with freedom and democracy. We can see from the suppression
of contemporary democracy and human rights activists, and from the recent tide of
Tibetan self-immolations, that there has been no improvement of freedom of expression,
assembly, or religion. The situation is getting worse.
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The People’s Republic of China is now facing an enormous political, ideological, social
and economic crisis. At this critical moment, the people of the world, and particularly
the Chinese people, must realize that if China wants to become a free, democratic and
prosperous nation, it must have a clear picture of its own dark history, so that it will not
repeat the violence of the past. Only then can the Chinese people know what must be
rebuilt; only then can they know how to move forward.
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America’s Love Affair With Markets:
Is America an Outlier? Health Reform
Caroline Poplin

poplin@aya.yale.edu
Although I am not a social scientist, it seems to me that in the twentieth century, what
with fascism and communism, the idea of an “advanced Western democracy” became
more sharply focused. Here in the U.S., we think of America as the prototype and
natural leader, especially after World War II. Yet, in contrast to other developed
Western economies, there is still no universal health insurance coverage here; moreover,
the most strenuous efforts to arrange it continue to result in plans quite different from
those in the rest of the West.
At some point, the failure to develop universal national health insurance, despite per
capita health care costs far in excess of other OECD countries, has to raise the question,
is there something fundamentally different about the U.S.? Do we believe in the free
market as a means to an end, or an end in itself? Does capitalism resonate more deeply
here? Are we not a paradigm, but an outlier? This is a question for us all to ponder. In
this article, I shall supply some background.
Health Insurance Systems in the Rest of the Developed World
Today, in other OECD countries, all citizens have health insurance. In general, this
insurance is comprehensive—it covers virtually all necessary health care expenses,
although in some cases, for an additional voluntary payment one can access additional
doctors, facilities, and perhaps some elective services. If there are co-pays, they are not
onerous. Payments are from tax revenue, except in a few countries like Switzerland and
the Netherlands, where citizens are required to pay premiums. Even there, however,
premiums are regulated, those who can’t afford the premiums are subsidized, and the
basic benefit package is specified. Sick people cannot be charged more. Insurance
intermediaries who process the claims are generally non-profit, or profits are limited.
Although in these countries the insurance cost is socialized, usually the health care
providers—doctors, hospitals—remain private. (Britain is the big exception; its health
care professionals work for the public National Health System.) Nevertheless, costs are
tightly controlled, if not by the government directly, then by negotiations between the
providers, the government and the insurance intermediaries. Western governments also
negotiate the prices of drugs with pharmaceutical manufacturers.
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Health Insurance in the U.S.
By contrast, in the U.S., apart from public health systems such as Medicare, Medicaid,
the Veterans’ Administration and the active duty military health care system (Tricare),
there is currently no regulation of the cost of health insurance or the cost of health care.
Private insurers, now mostly for-profit (although Blue Cross Blue Shield and other
insurers structured along the same lines started out in the 1950’s as non-profits) set
premium prices at whatever level they wish, and structure complex benefit packages to
attract the most desirable customers.
Insurers can hike prices for customers with pre-existing conditions or other undesirable
attributes, or deny them insurance altogether. Insurers can require co-pays and set high
deductibles: indeed, so-called “high deductible” or catastrophic policies, with low
premiums but deductibles of up to $11,000 per family per year, are the fastest growing
category of insurance policies in the US today—no doubt because they are the cheapest.
Many companies and individuals cannot afford better. If you get sick during the year,
insurance companies can raise your premium for the following year, or drop your
coverage altogether.
For many years now, many health insurance premiums in the U.S. have been going up
faster than inflation, often much faster, and faster than health costs. Moreover, in
America, insurers sort customers into different markets, based on customers’ health and
bargaining power. Employers with large, well-paid workforces, where beneficiaries are
likely to be healthy, can negotiate decent plans—indeed insurers compete for this
business, pushing benefits up and premiums down. Individuals and small businesses
with little market power, on the other hand, have to accept higher premiums,
deductibles, co-pays, and onerous conditions such as experience rating and pre-existing
condition exclusions if there are risky individuals in the group.
Finally, prices for health care services in the U.S. are determined in closed-door
negotiations between insurers and providers; the results depend on relative market
strength. So an insurer that covers more than half the beneficiaries in a city with many
hospitals can force the price for hospital services down. A pre-eminent hospital that
people expect to be in any insurer’s “network” can demand premium rates. The
transaction costs of all these negotiations are enormous. Manufacturers that produce
new specialized drugs, like cancer drugs—each insurer buys just a small quantity—can
charge, and get, $100,000 or more per year per patient for its products.
This system of negotiation means that in the U.S. everyone pays a different price for the
same service, even in the same hospital. Services are marked up so that providers can
“discount” them in negotiations. The only people who pay the sticker price are the
uninsured.
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So it should come as no surprise that Americans pay the highest prices in the world for
health care. For all that, however, our health outcomes, compared to those of other
OECD countries, are no better than middling. Our healthy life expectancy ranks only
29th in the world, behind Slovenia. Our infant mortality rate is 30th.
One reason, perhaps, is that fewer and fewer Americans can obtain or afford insurance,
particularly if they have lost a job with insurance benefits and cannot find another. Only
certain categories of people are eligible for Medicaid, insurance for the poor—generally
families with young children and nursing home patients. In 2012, 17% of Americans,
more than 49 million people, had no health insurance. Another 25 million were
underinsured. Several years ago, Elizabeth Warren, a professor at Harvard Law School,
found that 75% of personal bankruptcies were related to medical expenses.
Today, the U.S. spends 17% of its GDP on health care, more that 30% more than the
next highest country. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that by 2020, that
percentage will rise to 20%, and by 2050, if nothing is done, Medicare, Medicaid and
Social Security will consume the entire domestic federal budget.
All Americans agree that the situation is intolerable, unsustainable. Something must be
done, and quickly. In the information age, we all know that the rest of the developed
world has road-tested a model that works much better and costs much less: publicly
financed, tightly regulated, health insurance. At least two film makers—TR Reid in
Sick Around the World and Michael Moore in SICKO—have laid it out for us in living
color.
Health Insurance Reform in the U.S.: Romneycare and Obamacare
Yet after twenty years of sturm und drang, the U.S. political system has come up with
something completely different: so-called “managed care, managed competition”. This
novel, market-based concept, developed by American thinkers like economist Alain
Enthoven of Stanford University and pediatric neurologist Dr. Paul Ellwood, assumes
that the government can set up a marketplace where insurers will compete with one
another for all customers (not just the healthy) on the basis of price and quality. The
“managed competition” between them will drive down the price of insurance just like
competition between GM and Toyota drives down the price of cars, or Walmart and
Sears drive down the price of retail goods. In turn, the insurance companies will be
forced to “manage” beneficiaries’ care so as reduce health care costs, just as Toyota and
Walmart drove down their suppliers’ prices.
The model for managed care has been Kaiser Permanente, a non-profit organization of
hospitals and salaried doctors first established in California in 1945, which provided
whatever care a beneficiary needed in exchange for a fixed yearly fee. Later, several
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consumer-run co-ops, like Group Health Cooperative of Seattle, were formed to do the
same thing. This arrangement was called “pre-paid health care.”
Managed competition, however, was a true unicorn, not seen until then-Governor Mitt
Romney, together with a Democratic state legislature, put together a so-called “health
insurance exchange” in Massachusetts in 2006. The state set up a regulated virtual
marketplace for residents without employer-sponsored plans, and everyone whose
income exceeded a certain level was required to carry health insurance or pay a penalty.
Today, 97% of Massachusetts citizens are insured. The state bargained hard with
insurers who sold plans to people whose premiums were subsidized by the state.
Nevertheless, health care costs have remained high—there is little evidence that
competition between insurers drove down premiums as hoped, or that insurers drove
harder bargains with providers. Meanwhile, to Republican presidential candidate
Romney’s chagrin, President Obama used the Massachusetts plan as a model for his
own.
Some History
This divergence in systems started more than a century ago. According to Paul Starr’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning account in The Social Transformation of American Medicine in
1982, public health insurance in Europe developed around the turn of the twentieth
century as a response to social pressures. Professor Starr argues that Bismarck
introduced health insurance for workers in 1883 (along with unemployment insurance
and old age pensions) to avoid granting the wider political rights German Socialists
were demanding, and to assure worker support for the monarchy; in England, already a
parliamentary democracy, Lloyd George introduced social insurance to strengthen
working class support for his Liberal Party.
In both countries the government built on ‘friendly societies’ or associations workers
and craftsmen had put together themselves to insure one another in case of accident or
illness. And Paul Starr observes:
Where liberalism had it greatest hold and where private interests were strong relative to
the state, social insurance made the slowest headway. So, contrary to the modern view
of the welfare state as a “liberal” reform (in the current American sense), social
insurance was generally introduced first in authoritarian and paternalistic regimes, like
Germany, and only later in the more liberal and democratic societies, like England,
France, and the United States. *

*

Starr, Paul. The Social Transformation of American Democracy. Basic Books Inc. (New York,
1982) p. 239.
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The development of modern health insurance in the U.S. was entirely different: as
medical costs began to rise, the first plans were organized by hospitals to be sure they
would be paid. In 1929, Baylor University Hospital in Texas offered 21 days of hospital
care a year to 1500 public school teachers for $6 dollars per person. Similar plans
developed elsewhere and eventually came together in a non-profit health insurance
organization called Blue Cross. A similar organization, Blue Shield, developed to cover
doctor visits. The two organizations eventually merged. A few years later, the
commercial insurance industry developed competing products called “indemnity” plans,
which insured customers for certain medical expenses up to a certain financial limit.
The commercial insurers also introduced the practice of underwriting—charging more
for subscribers at higher risk of accident or disease—which quickly spread to the Blues.
By the 1950’s in the U.S., most people were obtaining health insurance through their
employers, as they do today. Historians attribute this arrangement to wage-and-price
controls during World War II: the regulations did not limit health insurance benefits,
which were deductible to employers and tax-free to employees. Employers used such
benefits to attract scarce workers. However the employer sponsored model also worked
well for insurers, who were able to negotiate with one entity to cover a large group of
mostly healthy (they were working, after all) subscribers: this is why it has persisted.
The American private health insurance system worked well enough during the 1950’s
and 1960’s, except for people at high risk outside the workforce, such as the elderly, and
the poor. In 1965, pushed by President Lyndon Johnson, Congress passed Medicare,
comprehensive insurance for the elderly, which resembles public insurance in OECD
countries today. At the same time Congress set up Medicaid, a joint Federal/state
program for selected groups of poor people. Medicare is probably the most popular
government program in the U.S. today—Medicaid much less so.
But the U.S. system no longer works—medical expenses are out of control, health
insurance policies cost more every year and cover less. Why? The American answer to
this question is different from that of others, and I think it provides an important clue to
peculiarly American thinking.
The Problem with Private Health Insurance in the 21st Century
Until the last few decades of the twentieth century, illness and accidents were like other
adverse events the insurance industry had learned to cover—fires, floods, theft, funeral
expenses, and death. These events were random, unpredictable as to the individual but
predictable for the group, and rare. The maximum cost was known in advance, and the
casualty was discrete—it ended the day it started.
In recent years, modern medicine has changed all that. We understand far more about
illness than we did 60 years ago, and our treatments are much more effective. Illnesses
like heart disease, cancer, even HIV, which we once thought of as acute—for which you

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol67/iss67/16

116

Review: Full Issue

112

Number 67, Fall 2012

recovered or died—with treatment have become chronic: patients who used to die now
live with their disease, and may continue treatment for decades or a lifetime. And they
are often at significant risk of complications, from the disease, the treatment, or both.
The cost of treatment, particularly but not exclusively in the U.S., is skyrocketing.
Most important, illness is not spread evenly through the population. Something like 5%
of the population is responsible for 50% of health care costs. Today insurers can
identify these people (they have pre-existing conditions) and either charge them the full
price for their expected care, or avoid them altogether. One patient with severe
congestive heart failure can ruin an insurer’s day. Nor do healthy people want to
participate in a pool with chronically ill patients. If one insurer’s subscribers are riskier
than another’s, the first insurer will have to raise premiums to cover the additional cost,
and the healthy, low risk people will transfer to the insurer with lower costs, so lower
premiums. In the business, this process is known as the death spiral.
The market for health insurance is healthy people. The market for health care is sick
people. In an unregulated system, these two markets will separate from one another:
healthy people will get health care, while those who need it the most cannot get it.
The best way to avoid such a result, other democracies have found, is to put everyone in
the same pool, to share the risks across the population, as in Medicare in the U.S.
America’s Take on Health Reform: the Leadership
The American policy elite, on the other hand, doesn’t worry about the death spiral.
Republicans don’t see it as a problem at all. Rather, they believe that the market result
is by definition the correct result. For them, any problems with the health care system
can be fixed by deregulating the market further. As for the sick that the insurers leave
behind, occasionally Republicans suggest high risk pools, which could be subsidized by
the states: indeed a few states have them now, and the Obama plan, the Affordable Care
Act, provides some money for this purpose until 2014, when everyone without
employer-sponsored insurance will be able to buy a policy in the state virtual
marketplaces, the exchanges. Today’s high risk pools, however, are very expensive even
with subsidies.
Democrats would solve the death spiral problem by “risk adjustment”—a requirement
that the insurers with the healthiest customers regularly compensate those with sicker
beneficiaries. From countries that are trying this, such as Switzerland and the
Netherlands, we learn that it is more difficult than it looks.
In fact, American leaders—Democrats and Republicans alike--believe the dysfunction
in the U.S. health care has less to do with insurers than with the behavior of ordinary
Americans. Policy makers are convinced there is tremendous waste in the American
system: studies have shown that in some hospitals, patients receive far more care than in
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others, but no corresponding improvement in outcomes. Analysts attribute this to
perverse market incentives. Patients, they think, demand too many expensive medical
services because, with insurance, those services are “free” at the point of care—so
overutilization. By the same token, because doctors and hospitals profit from each
service they provide (so-called fee-for-service), they provide too many services—so
overproduction.
The American solution, therefore, is to realign market incentives.
First, as to patients: In general, the authors of the Affordable Care Act wanted to
discourage generous insurance coverage; if patients have more “skin in the game”, the
legislators believe, they will use services more prudently. So the ACA imposes a tax on
so-called “Cadillac” insurance policies. High co-pays and deductibles are fine, and there
are no limits in the ACA on premiums. If states wish to set limits, they can do so with
state laws.
As to doctors and hospitals, policy makers would replace fee-for-service with a fixed fee
for a bundle of services, say a hospitalization, or one year of care, as at Kaiser. If the
provider can provide all the needed services for less, he can keep the difference; if the
services cost more, he takes the hit.
Suspicion about such policies, to the extent they are known to the general public, may
be one reason the ACA continues to be less popular than its authors expected.
More interesting however, is the contrast with Europeans. In general, OECD countries
have comprehensive insurance plans with low deductibles and co-pays, if any. Yet they
do not believe their citizens abuse the system, demanding wasteful services.
Indeed, at a Brookings Institution symposium held on November 9, 2011, Dr. Mark
McClellan, head of the Engelberg Center for Health Care Reform at Brookings and a
powerful advocate of the ACA, asked U.K. Secretary of State for Health Andrew
Lansley point blank if overutilization was a major problem in Britain. No, the minister
replied. How could that be? the American pressed on, incredulous. “Social solidarity”,
the minister explained.
So that raises the question: are the Americans more selfish and wasteful? Studies
have not shown a significant difference between the volume of services provided to
Americans and to Europeans (although more services here involve advanced—and
expensive—technology). So, then, do Europeans just trust one another not to take
advantage, in a way that Americans do not? Do Europeans think of individuals less as
rational economic actors than Americans do? These are important questions for social
science. But there is more.
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America’s Take on Health Reform: the Citizens
Of course, a big part of the opposition to universal national health insurance has come
from powerful economic interests that would be threatened: the insurance companies,
doctors and hospitals, the pharmaceutical manufacturers, and so on.
But in recent years, it is no longer clear that a majority of ordinary Americans want
comprehensive health insurance for everyone, if it means they would pay higher taxes to
take care of other citizens—who might be fat, don’t exercise, or don’t fasten their seat
belts. Of course everyone wants to be covered. But some healthy people clearly want
to get the lower premiums their health would command in an unregulated insurance
market. Healthy people with plenty of money like the idea of high deductibles,
particularly if they come with tax advantages, even though that means less fortunate
Americans pay more.
To someone who graduated from high school in 1965, after the New Deal, in the
enthusiasm of the civil rights movement and President Johnson’s Great Society, this
feels different, and ominous.
True, these are tough economic times. Unemployment is stuck above 8%, higher among
young people, even new college graduates. The median wage has stagnated over the
last thirty years, while the cost of things middle class families need—housing, education
for their children, has gone way up. Defined benefit pension plans are disappearing, and
401(k) s have swooned with the stock market. Inequality is worse than at any time since
1929.
The Cold War is over, and we have won. America no longer needs to prove that
capitalism can provide workers with a better, more secure living than communism. The
rich have no obligation to the rest of us. People living on the edge worry about keeping
what they have—it is harder to be generous or tolerant when one is a paycheck or an
illness away from disaster.
And there is far more money in American politics than there was then, even adjusting
for inflation. In 1972, the two presidential candidates, George McGovern and Richard
Nixon, spent a total of $91.4 million (not counting cash in Nixon’s brown bags). This
year, it is estimated that President Obama and former Governor Mitt Romney will spend
more than $1.3 billion. The most idealistic candidate cannot raise that kind of money
from small donations alone. And only a few wealthy individuals, and fewer large
corporations, contribute to candidates who threaten their financial interests. So liberal
politicians are afraid to speak out—and there is plenty of money to stoke whatever
resentment against government programs is out there, say, in the Tea Party.
And the fact is, there is resentment, particularly among white working-class men, who
have lost the most in the last thirty years. Many Americans believe that the Federal
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government caused the terrible recession that we are still living through, not Wall Street.
Justifiably, they resent the Federal bank bailouts; but they also oppose “entitlement
spending,” even as they sign up for Social Security and Medicare, without which they
would be forced out of the middle class. (Analysts say these people think “entitlements”
refers only to programs for the poor, like food stamps and welfare.)
It may be that the backlash against the civil rights revolution in the 1960’s is still with
us. And there is certainly resentment of the Democratic liberal elite, who talk the talk
but don’t walk the walk, who eschew guns and fundamentalist religion, and who oppose
U.S. wars of choice. These angry people believe liberals patronize them, and are
hypocrites who don’t really care about them.
Or it may be that the diversity that America touts when times are good, shows a dark
underside when times are hard: maybe we don’t have the kind of “social solidarity” a
Tory minister finds in the British, because to some Americans, other Americans seem
too “different” from themselves—even though, except for native Americans, we are all
descended from immigrants. Demographers predict that before 2050, today’s minorities
will make up the majority of the U.S. population.
Moreover, historians have shown that from the beginning, there has been an
undercurrent of suspicion of government in the U.S., a sense that government—even
though we elect it ourselves—is something alien and hostile. President Thomas
Jefferson, the revered founder of the Democratic Party, believed in small government
and low taxes. The American Revolution was sparked by a tax hike.
Yet in the twentieth century, Americans—Democrats, Progressives, and moderate
Republicans—understood that only government is strong enough to protect ordinary
people against exploitation by the giant corporations of modern capitalism. And
Americans had no trouble identifying capitalist excess as the trigger for the Great
Depression.
Today, big business, and the Republicans who represent it, have captured this
resentment, both expressed and inchoate. And they have managed to redirect anger
from Wall Street and big business, the most serious threats to the middle class today, to
the government, the only institution that can save it. The states that went for the
Democrat, William Jennings Bryan (“You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of
gold”) in 1896 were carried by John McCain in 2008. This is the tension we see in the
battle over universal health insurance in America.
So is America a liberal democracy in the European tradition, or is it sui generis, a free
market outlier? An important question for social scientists, indeed.
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What the West Doesn’t Owe Islam*
Toby E. Huff

thuff@fas.harvard.edu
Globalization has brought more and more peoples and societies around the world into
contact with international standards of law, commerce, and communication. That
process has also enabled a number of formerly underdeveloped societies to experience
extraordinary patterns of economic growth, especially in the last third of the twentieth
century. For some scholars the rise of Asian economies during this period has suggested
an impending “Pacific Century” along with the thought that, after all, Asian societies
such as China must have hidden cultural “resources” that enabled them to make the
modernizing turn that apparently did not conform to Western models of the past. 1
In part, as a reaction to these developments, North America and to some extent Europe
experienced the flowering of multiculturalism, which includes the view that all peoples
and societies are equal. 2 Sometimes this point of view has been taken to mean that all
peoples everywhere are the same. One scholar called this uniformitarianism, as it allows
little room for alternative life choices and life ways: everyone is deemed to be identical
in their habits and wishes. 3 From either an anthropological or historical perspective,
uniformitarianism is a highly unlikely claim, but it has been assimilated into the
multicultural viewpoint.
Furthermore, such a perspective has led still others to assume that if Europe was
undergoing rapid economic development in the past, a scientific revolution, and an
enlightenment, then other parts of the world must have been experiencing similar
developments prior to the twentieth century. This is a myth, though prevailing
* This article appeared in Academic Questions Fall 2009 (vol 22 No 4): 504-20 and is reprinted with the
kind permission of Springer Science+Business Media B.V. Publications.

1

Tu Wei Ming, “Multiple Modernities: A Preliminary Inquiry into the Implications of East Asian
Modernity,” in Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human Progress, ed. Lawrence E. Harrison and
Samuel P. Huntington (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000), 256–66. For the contours of these
developments see Erza Vogel, The Four Little Dragons: The Spread of Industrialization in East Asia
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991); Simon Winchester, Pacific Rising: The Emergence of
a New World Culture (New York: Prentice Hall, 1991); and Mark Borthwick, with contributions by
selected scholars, The Pacific Century. The Emergence of Modern Pacific Asia (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press 1992).
2
Charles Taylor, Multiculturalism and “The Politics of Recognition”: An Essay, edited and introduced by
Amy Gutman, with commentary by Steven C. Rockefeller, Michael Walzer, and Susan Wolf (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992).
3
Benjamin Nelson coined this term in the 1970s. See On the Roads to Modernity: Conscience, Science
and Civilizations: Selected Writings by Benjamin Nelson, ed. Toby E. Huff (Totowa, NJ: Rowman &
Littlefield, 1981), 241ff.
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sentiments do not approve of casting a critical eye on those (non-)developments from
the seventeenth century onward in other parts of the world. To do so is said to be
Eurocentric.
But if Asian and South Asian development seems to be real in economic terms, the
Islamic world—especially the Middle East—has not shown such a dashing path of
development over the twentieth century, either economically or politically. Indeed, the
rise of political Islam and its many jihadist offshoots reveals a civilization torn apart,
with the spillover bringing serious acts of terrorism to Europe and America.
Nevertheless, there are a few writers who manage to see elements of positive
development in the history of the Muslim world that may have influenced Europe-inthe-making. If some of these writers do not see major Islamic influences on European
culture, they at least claim “parallel” development.
Traces and Parallels: An Islamic Legacy?
For example, Marià Rosa Menocal finds evidence of poetic influences on “European
subjectivity” and perhaps “images of self” flowing from Arabic to medieval European
troubadours. 4 However, this debate has raged for centuries. Without examining the
details about how this was said to have occurred, it is surely a stretch to imagine that
medieval poetry—rhymed or not—contributed anything significant to the political,
legal, and scientific foundations of Europe as a civilization. With all due respect to
Petrarch and the many other scholars who sought the key to modern Europe in language
and poetry, it seems unlikely that the hidden soul of Europe can be found in pre-modern
poetry, with or without Arabic influences. 5
A somewhat more plausible suggestion has been signaled by the title of George Saliba’s
Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance. 6 This 2007 work
concerns itself almost entirely with Islamic astronomy and the possibility that Arab
astronomers, especially Ibn al-Shatir (d. 1375) and Nasir al-din al-Tusi (d. 1274),
influenced, rather indirectly, Copernican astronomical models.
Some commentators claim that the connection between Ibn al-Shatir’s models and those
of Copernicus has been “proved,” when in fact no one has shown that Copernicus had
access to manuscripts written by al-Shatir, nor indeed those of al-Tusi, never mind that
Copernicus did not read Arabic. While it is true that al-Tusi’s famous “crank
4

See Marià Rosa Menocal, The Role of Arabic in Medieval Literary History: A Forgotten Heritage
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987) and The Ornament of the World. How Muslims,
Jews and Christians Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (Boston: Little, Brown, 2002).
Menocal probably overstates the level of tolerance in medieval Spain.
5
For a discussion of these issues, see David Nirenberg, “Islam and the West: Two Dialectical Fantasies,”
Journal of Religion in Europe 1, no. 1 (2008): 3–33, especially 19ff.
6
George Saliba, Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2007).
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mechanism” appears on one page of his new system, no one has shown that that device
led to a sun-centered universe. 7 Indeed, the crank mechanism plays no supporting part in
the construction of his De Revolutionibus (The Revolution of the Heavenly Spheres) of
1543. Furthermore, Arab astronomy remained steadfastly geocentric for centuries after
Copernicus. 8
Most telling of all, what European astronomers and physicists accomplished in
astronomy and the science of motion, from Galileo through Kepler to Newton, has no
parallel in the Muslim world. The last Arab contributor to the science of motion was Ibn
Bajja of Spain, who was probably poisoned by a co-religionist in 1138. Consequently,
there is little evidence to show a significant path of influence from the Arab-Muslim
world to the scientific revolution. Its new science of motion was capped by the
discovery of universal gravitation, all uniquely constructed by Newton in his
Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy of 1687. All antecedents of that
achievement, including Newton’s use of geometry, are Greek or European. 9
But if scholars cannot find major influences on intellectual outcomes in Europe, then
they fall back on “parallel developments.” This is Richard Bulliet’s approach in The
Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization. 10 It must be said that this little book is a valiant
attempt to reconcile the Islamic and Western worlds after 9/11. The work relies mainly
on the suggestion that 154315developmentally Islamic civilization experienced
somewhat similar sociological patterns to the West. For example, after the religious
message of Muhammad was delivered, it took many centuries before the new faith
gained a majority of believers throughout the Middle East. That did not occur until
about the middle of the eleventh century. Gradually the new Islamic faith extended its
reach militarily and politically, and perhaps more notably, found millions of converts
around the world.
Unfortunately Bulliet uses twentieth-century population references as a gauge of this
trend. This is inappropriate for judging pre-twentieth century demographics or
conversion rates. It has become popular to say that Islam is the fastest growing religion,
but this is because of the high birth rates in Muslim countries. A simple test of this is to
look at the top twenty most populous countries in the world in 1950 and 2000. In 1950,
7

There is a more indirect connection involving a geometric device that does not concern either al-Shatir or
al-Tusi. See F. Jamil Ragep, “Ali Qushji and Regiomontanus: Eccentric Transformations and Copernican
Revolutions,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 6, no. 4 (2005): 359–71.
8
My own review of Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance is “Islamic Science and
the Renaissance,” Middle East Quarterly 15, no. 4 (2008): 77–79. There is a significant literature on the
proposed connections between Copernicus and Arab astronomers, but it is too technical for discussion
here.
9
I have traced these developments in Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution: A Global
Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
10
Richard Bulliet, The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization, rev. ed. (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2004).
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only five predominantly Muslim countries appeared in that list and they constituted 11
percent of the group.
In 2000, the number of Muslim countries in the top twenty most populous countries
grew to seven and their share rose to 18 percent. Moreover, in 2000 the population of
qualifying Muslim countries had quadrupled: from 221 million to over 817 million.
Pakistan’s population increased by 3.7 times, while Nigeria and Iran (not on the 1950
list) each increased by 3.8 times. In a word, during the twentieth century the expansion
of the Muslim population was due to indigenous population growth, not conversion. 11
Bulliet suggests parallel systematizing processes regarding the legal traditions of the two
civilizations, but fails to mention that whereas the European Canonists systematically
integrated Roman law, divine law, and other European legal traditions, the Islamic
legists made no such inclusive efforts, insisting instead that the sharia (Qur’an and
hadiths) is a complete system, fully revealed by God and therefore not in need of human
supplements from other traditions.
Attempting to avoid any sense that something could have “gone wrong” in the Muslim
world, Bulliet casts aside the fact that the Ottoman Empire ranks as the longest-lived
dynastic world empire (from the thirteenth to the twentieth century). The Ottomans, who
developed considerable wealth as well as military prowess, held Europe at bay until the
twentieth century. Comparisons are often made with the Ming dynasty, but that period
lasted only three hundred years. Moreover, in the seventeenth century there was not one
but several Islamic empires, including the Safavid Empire and the great Mughal Empire
stretching from Afghanistan nearly to the tip of southern India.
The Mughal Empire had over a hundred million subjects and was probably richer than
the Ottoman Empire. European officials posted to the Mughal Empire considered it the
richest in the world. That fact might lead some to wonder why the Mughals did not
invest some of those riches in science, technology, and education in the same manner as
the Europeans, who had more limited budgets. This question can also be asked of the
Ottoman Empire, for the Scientific Revolution obviously took place during the
seventeenth, and not the eighteenth or nineteenth century. Despite the earlier
effervescence of Arab scientific thought, the Ottomans and the Mughals did not
participate in the Scientific Revolution.
Likewise, the European Enlightenment was an eighteenth-century rather than a
nineteenth- or twentieth-century phenomenon, whereas Bulliet constantly makes
comparisons with the later period and simply ignores several centuries of “nondevelopment” in the Muslim world. He makes an unfortunate reference to Victorian
England, suggesting that it had not achieved universal education, not knowing that there

11

See U.S Census Bureau, International Data Base, www.census.gov/ipc/www/idb/ranks.php.
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was an education revolution in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 12 Yet
no Muslim country in the world achieved the literacy level of 1830 England until the
middle of the twentieth century (Egypt in 1960 to be precise). 13
Most serious of all is the puzzling fact that Bulliet does not explicate Islamic law, for
that excessively restrictive and underdeveloped structure is the heart and soul of Islam
under any Muslim’s definition. While he dwells on the role of religious scholars in the
ninth century and acknowledges the role of the sharia, Bulliet’s discussion does not
provide a description of its basic nature or its differences from Western law. As
Muslims and Christians have long known and as we shall see, Islamic law is sharply at
variance with European and international law.
Similarly, there is no discussion of the great bodies of theological literature of two
religions that have very different orientations. There is no Peter Abelard or St. Thomas
Aquinas of Islam; nor do we need to belabor the absence of a Luther, Zwingli, Calvin,
or John Wesley in Islamic thought. Similarly, there are no Islamic Enlightenment
figures in the mold of Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot, and many others.
In a word, the “parallelisms” approach skates around the fundamental legal, theological,
and intellectual differences that have played (and continue to play) a major role in any
hoped for dialogue between Christianity and Islam.
So let us reconsider Europe as a civilization and examine its trademark identity: the
revolutionary creation of a legal system that went global long ago; the traditions of
political democracy and election by consent that flow out of that legal revolution; the
conception of corporate legal autonomy, along with autonomous legislation; and the
rudiments of a public sphere. European universities are part of that tradition—without
them the Scientific Revolution would have been improbable—and they have negligible
overlap with Islamic madrasas.
Europe as a Civilization
I begin with the idea of “Europe” or “the West” as a civilizational entity. In that sense it
is a physical and metaphysical space comprised of multiple societies or peoples sharing
a unique set of religious, legal, and philosophical principles. There are also underlying
intellectual categories and modes of thought that often separate one civilization from
another. For example, the medieval Christian idea that “theology is the queen of the
sciences” is not found in Islamic theology (kalam), nor indeed, in Chinese thought. 14
12

Lawrence Stone, “The Education Revolution in England, 1560–1640,” Past & Present 28, no. 1 (1964):
41–80; and “Literacy and Education in England, 1640–1900,”Past & Present 42, no. 1 (1969): 69–139.
13
See the tables in Richard A. Easterlin, “Why Isn’t the Whole World Developed?” Journal of Economic
History 41, no. 1 (1981): 1–19, 18ff.
14
This and the following sections draw on some of my own earlier publications, especially The Rise of
Early Modern Science: Islam, China, and the West, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2003). Those themes have now been extended in Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution.
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This approach to “civilizational analysis” was pioneered by Emile Durkheim and his
nephew Marcel Mauss. 15 More recently it was revived by Benjamin Nelson, who
translated the famous Durkheim/Mauss essay and began undertaking other inquiries. 16 In
the current dialogues and debates, the religious components of such an analysis seem to
stand out, making this appear to be a religious debate. I suggest, however, that what
became the foundational dimensions of Western civilization are actually non-religious,
non-denominational structures, because the medieval reconstruction of European law
laid the foundations for modern Europe as well as the modern world order.
The great defining European transformation, as many scholars of the past have pointed
out, took place during the European Renaissance of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
That is when the extraordinary fusion of Greek philosophy, Roman law, and Christian
theology gave Europe a new and powerful civilizational coherence. It must be noted that
the Islamic world (as well as China and India) did not undergo a parallel reconstruction
during that period. Consequently, those civilizations lagged with respect to legal,
philosophical, and theological innovation, scientific development, and ultimately
economic development.
Nor should we overlook the fact that non-Western civilizations lagged for centuries in
the development and promotion of constitutional government based on elected
representation and related democratic institutions. Even the existence of newspapers and
what many scholars now call the public sphere that emerged in Europe in the early
seventeenth century did not appear in the Islamic world or China until the early or late
nineteenth century. 17 Some would claim that even today the Middle East does not have
much of a public sphere. 18
The European Legal Revolution
As suggested above, the great revolutionary reconstruction of Western Europe took
place in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. That era witnessed sweeping legal reforms,
indeed, a revolutionary rethinking of all the realms and divisions of law—feudal,
manorial, urban, commercial, and royal—and therewith the reconstitution of medieval
Readers of this piece will discover that virtually all of the references to my earlier book by Peter O'Brien,
"Islamic Civilization and (Western) Modernity," Comparative Civilizations Review (#65 Fall 2011) are
distortions of what I wrote and that his essay stands in contrast to this essay and the two books.
15
Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss, “Between Sociology and Anthropology I: Note on the Notion of
Civilization” (1913), translated with an introduction by Benjamin Nelson, Social Research, 38, no. 4
(1971): 808–13.
16
Benjamin Nelson, “Civilizational Complexes and Intercivilizational Encounters,” Sociological Analysis
34, no. 2 (1973): 79–105, and other writings reprinted in Huff, On the Roads to Modernity.
17
I have discussed this in the "Epilogue" to Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution, especially
pp. 305ff.
18
Regarding the Muslim world, see my “Freedom of Expression in the Muslim World,” Society 42, no. 4
(May/June 2005): 62–69. The most recent report of Reporters without Borders places China 167th out of
173 counties on its index of press freedom. See Evan Osnos, “The Forbidden Zone,” New Yorker, July 20,
2009, 55.
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European society. It is this great legal transformation that laid the foundations for the
rise and autonomous development of modern science, but also the rise of parliamentary
government, the very idea of elective representation in all forms of corporate bodies, the
legal autonomy of cities and towns, and a vast array of additional legal forms unique to
Western law. 19
At the center of this development resides the legal and political principle of treating
collective actors as a single entity, a whole body—a corporation. The emergence of
fictive legal personalities as corporate actors was unquestionably revolutionary in that
the legal theory that made it possible created a variety of new forms and powers of
association that were in fact unique to the West, since they were wholly absent in
Islamic as well as Chinese law. Furthermore, the legal theory of corporations brings in
its train organizational principles establishing such political ideas as constitutional
government, consent in political decision-making, the right of political and legal
representation, the powers of adjudication and jurisdiction, and even the power of
autonomous legislation.
Aside from the Scientific Revolution, and perhaps the Reformation, no other revolution
has been as pregnant with new social and political implications as the legal revolution
of the European Middle Ages. By laying the conceptual foundations for new
institutional forms in legal thought, it prepared the way for these two other revolutions.
From this point of view the unparalleled legal revolution of Europe in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries created breakthrough conditions in three major spheres of societal
development: the emergence of representative democratic politics, a secure
environment for scientific thought, and economic development.
The New Theory of Corporate Autonomy
The theory of corporate existence refashioned by twelfth- and thirteenth-century
Canonists and Romanists granted legal autonomy to a variety of corporate entities such
as cities and towns, charitable organizations, and merchant guilds. It also granted
autonomy to professional groups such as physicians and lawyers. Not least of all, it
granted legal autonomy to universities. All of these entities were permitted to create
their own rules and regulations, and in the case of cities and towns, to create their own
governing structures, mint their own currency, and establish their own courts of law.
Nothing like this kind of legal autonomy existed in Islamic law or in Chinese law. 20
Furthermore, with regard to the economic and political spheres, the theory of corporate
existence as articulated by the medieval legists distinguished between the property,
goods, liabilities, and assets of the corporation and those of individual members. A debt
19

In addition to my Rise of Early Modern Science, 118–46, see Harold Berman, Law and Revolution: The
Formation of the Western Legal Tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983).
20
See chapters 3, 4, and 7 of my Rise of Early Modern Science,
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owed by the corporation was not owed by the members individually but by the
corporate entity. Likewise, ownership of property by the corporation was not equivalent
to jurisdiction by the head of the corporation, because those empowered to adjudicate
within or for the corporation were distinguished from the owners of the property. Most
important, the allegiance of the individual members was said to be to the corporation,
not to other members of the corporation personally. These ideas served to create a
foundation for a public versus a private sphere of action and commitment—a clear
distinction still lacking in many parts of the world. 21
In short, the theory of corporate existence developed solely by twelfth- and thirteenthcentury European legalists created a new array of corporate actors and a bundle of
rights. These included the right to own property, buy and sell property, have
representation in court, sue and be sued, and be consulted when one’s interests were
affected by actions taken by others, especially kings and princes following the Roman
legal maxim, “What touches all should be considered and approved by all.” 22 Of course,
putting these new ideas into practice was a slow process, but a new legal framework
had been gestated. In the centuries to come, these ideas were transported across Europe
and around the world. Such ideas are a necessary but not a sufficient condition for
establishing democracy based on formal legal principles.
Islamic Law
In contrast to this, Islamic law experienced no such legal development or reform until
the late nineteenth century when it was displaced by importing Western legal ideas and
structures. 23 The very idea of a fictive legal personality, a legally autonomous entity,
cannot be found in Islamic law. It did not develop the idea of a juridic person. As the
Islamic legal scholar, Joseph Schacht, put it, “Public powers are, as a rule, reduced to
private rights and duties, for instance the right to give a valid safe-conduct, the duty to
pay the alms-tax, the rights and duties of the persons who appoint an individual as
Imam or Caliph.” 24 Islamic law had no provision for legally autonomous groups:
corporate personalities such as business corporations, guilds, cities, towns, and
universities did not exist in Islamic law. Nor were legally autonomous professions such

21

I have elaborated on this in Rise of Early Modern Science, 143–45.
This was thoroughly studied by Gaines Post, Studies in Medieval Legal Thought: Public Law and the
State, 1150–1322 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1964). See also Harold J. Berman, Law and
Revolution: The Formation of the Western Legal Tradition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1983), 221, 608.
23
Herbert J. Liebesny, “The Development of Western Judicial Privileges,” in Law in the Middle East, ed.
Majid Khadduri and Herbert J. Liebesny (Washington, DC: The Middle East Institute, 1955), 309–33. See
also my “On Weber, Law, and Universalism: Some Preliminary Considerations,” Comparative
Civilizations Review 21 (Fall 1989): 47–79.
24
Joseph Schacht, “Islamic Religious Law” in Joseph Schacht and C.E. Bosworth, eds., The Legacy of
Islam, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 398.
22
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as lawyers recognized by Islamic law. 25 In fact, Schacht observes:
The whole concept of an institution is missing. The idea of a juridic person was on the
point of breaking through but not quite realized in Islamic law, [but] this did not happen
at the point where we should expect it, with regard to the charitable foundation or waqf
[pious endowment], but with regard to the separate property of a slave who is being sold
not as an individual but together with his business as a running concern. 26

The Italian Islamic legal scholar of an earlier generation, David
Santillana, expressed the same view: “Muslim jurists do not know—and that is easy to
understand if we think of the political and social differences between the Islamic state
and those of the Roman type—[either] the juridical personality of municipalities,
[or]…that of collectives of persons such as guilds.” 27 Waqfs had none of the properties
of a legally autonomous entity. They fall under the heading of Deeds and Trust and so
remained incapable of change. Once the founding deed of a waqf was drawn up, strictly
conforming to Islamic religious law, no changes were permitted. They could not create
their own rules and regulations, or buy and sell property, or sue and be sued, and so on.
In Europe, on the other hand, merchant guilds and associations of doctors and lawyers
as well as charitable organizations were recognized as legally autonomous corporate
bodies that enjoyed the whole bundle of corporate rights that did not exist under Islamic
law.
These limitations in Islamic law (and advantages in European law) had a significant
afterlife in commercial law. Unlike the situation in Islamic law, whereby all juridic
conceptions had to be tied to if not derived directly from the sharia, medieval European
merchants had a long history of developing their own law, independent of other legal
systems, especially Canon law. Eventually this branch of law emerged as “The Law
Merchant.” 28 During this new phase of legal development, many changes in commercial
law occurred, including “negotiable instruments, secured credit, and joint ventures,
together with many older legal institutions that were refashioned.” 29
Harold Berman notes in particular “the replacement of the more individualistic GraecoRoman concept of partnership (societas) by a more collectivistic concept in which there
was a joint ownership, the property was at the disposition of the partnership as a unit,

25

See Farhat Jacob Ziadeh, Lawyers: The Rule of Law and Liberalization in Egypt (Stanford, CA: Hoover
Institution, 1968).
26
Schacht, “Islamic Religious Law,” 398.
27
David Santillana, Instituzioni di diritto musulmano malichita 1:170–71, as cited in S. M. Stern, “The
Constitution of the Islamic City,” in The Islamic city, ed. A. H. Hourani and S. M. Stern (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1970), 49.
28
W. A. Bewes, The Romance of the Law Merchant (1923; London: Sweet and Max Franklin, 1969); and
Berman, Law and Revolution, chap. 11.
29
Berman, Law and Revolution, 348ff.
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and the rights and obligations of one partner survived the death of the other.” 30 These
possibilities of joint ownership (and hence joint stock companies) surviving the death of
a partner stand in contrast to the Islamic practice whereby partnerships dissolve
immediately if one partner to the enterprise dies or simply withdraws. 31 Furthermore, in
contrast to Islamic law, European inheritance laws were reformed so that beneficiaries
could be named independent of religious or traditional assumptions. 32
In short, the whole legal framework that evolved in European law was entirely different
from that of Islamic law. Islamic law had an extraordinary deficit of conceptions for
political and legal development that could hardly have been transmitted to Europe.
Furthermore, one of the most important for political considerations is the idea of
legitimate jurisdiction over a limited territory, that is, sovereignty—another Western
legal concept absent in Islamic law but highly coveted in contemporary international
law. The very idea of jurisdiction, of limited legal authority, is unknown because
Islamic jurists assumed that the sharia and its interpretation applied to the entire Muslim
ummah (community) and that, therefore, there could be no separate entities or
jurisdictions distinguishing classes (or “countries”) of Muslims.
This is another side of the traditional Islamic view that a legal decision must be founded
on either a passage in the Qur’an or on an hadith (saying of the prophet Mohammad).
No powers of autonomous legislation existed. All of this suggests that the foundations
of political and legal life in Europe, from the medieval period forward, diverged from
the Islamic pattern and that the political and legal rights of Europeans stand in marked
contrast to Islamic conceptions. Likewise, the very notion of a legal constitution
instituted by human actors was foreign to medieval Islamic law.
Universities and Modern Science
Let us turn to another central aspect of European identity: its unique gestation of modern
science. It is fairly clear in the history of science literature that no Muslim equivalents
exist to Copernicus, Galileo, Tycho Brahe, Kepler, and all the other sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century pioneers of astronomy. There was a burst of creative thinking in the
Arab-Muslim world between 750 CE and the eleventh or twelfth century, but there were
no Muslim innovators after the fourteenth century in such fields as optics, medicine,
microscopy, pneumatics, or electrical studies. 33 Ibn al-Haytham (d. ca 1040) pioneered
optics in the eleventh century. Ibn al-Nafis (d. 1275) made strides in medicine in the
thirteenth century, but there were no advances in human anatomy thereafter.
30

Ibid., 348–51.
Abraham L. Udovitch, Partnership and Profit in Medieval Islam (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1970).
32
Max Weber, Economy and Society, ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1978), 2:691ff, “Freedom of Testation.”
33
See chapters 7 through 9 of Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution.
31
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Two Persian scholars, Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi (d. 1311) and Kamal al-din al-Farisi (d. ca.
1320) both arrived at the conclusion that the rainbow is the result of two refractions and
one reflection of the sun’s light in a drop of water, but virtually simultaneously
Theodoric of Freiburg (ca. 1250–1310) reached the same conclusion. That happenstance
signaled that the torch had been passed to Europe. Indeed, spectacles were invented in
1286 in Florence, and soon thereafter thousands of pairs of eyeglasses were being
manufactured and shipped around the world through Venice and other ports to Istanbul
and to Mughal India. 34 Those who cite the influence of Middle East glassmaking ignore
the fact the Muslim world had already slipped behind Europe by this time, and that it
made no progress toward inventing eyeglasses, telescopes, or microscopes. What then
happened?
Aristotle’s Natural Books
It is true that in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries a vast cargo of philosophical and
scientific works was transmitted from the Middle East, especially through Spain, to
Europeans, who translated them into Latin. This included the great works of Aristotle
and other Greek scholars such as Euclid and Ptolemy, as well as Galen’s medical canon
and a variety of Arab commentaries and supplements. These included Avicenna’s
medical Canon (a revision of Galen) and Averroes’s commentary on Aristotle. This
transmission brought the so-called “Natural Books” of Aristotle to Europe. They were
directly incorporated into the curriculum of the new European universities being
created all across Europe as legally autonomous entities, thanks to the legal revolution
then underway.
But what set the universities apart from the Middle Eastern madrasas was not only
their singular status as legally autonomous entities that could create their own rules and
regulations as well as curriculum, but also that they embedded within themselves the
great scientific and philosophical heritage of the Greeks. Beginning with the three
philosophies—natural philosophy, moral philosophy, and metaphysics—the Europeans
placed at the center of this new curriculum the natural books of Aristotle. These
included Physics, On the Heavens, On Generation and Corruption, On the Soul,
Meteorology, and The Small Works on Natural Things, as well as biological works
including The History of Animals, The Parts of Animals, and The Generation of
Animals. These are the treatises at the center of a curriculum “essentially based on
science.” 35 These works formed the comprehensive foundation for the medieval
conception and operation of the physical world.

34

Vincent Ilardi, Renaissance Vision from Spectacles to Telescopes (Philadelphia: American Philosophical
Society, 2007).
35
Edward Grant, “Science and the Medieval University,” in Rebirth, Reform and Resilience:
Universities in Transition, 1300–1700, ed. James M. Kittelson and Pamela J. Transue (Columbus, OH:
Ohio State University Press, 1984), 68, 78.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2012

131

Comparative Civilizations Review, Vol. 67 [2012], No. 67, Art. 16

Comparative Civilizations Review

127

Put differently, the Europeans institutionalized the study of the natural world by
making it the core of the university curriculum. By incorporating the natural books of
Aristotle in the curriculum of the medieval universities, a disinterested agenda of
naturalistic inquiry had been institutionalized. It was institutionalized as a curriculum,
a course of study, and it was this curriculum that remained in place for the next four
hundred years in European universities. It did so by instilling a profound sense of
curiosity as well as methodological skepticism about the sources of knowledge, how
one demonstrates true propositions, and ideas about how nature works. It inculcated a
broad spirit of scientific curiosity found only in Europe. Those studies, which persisted
within the universities through the seventeenth century, nourished Copernicus, Galileo,
Tycho Brahe, Kepler, and the rest.
Madrasas: Preserving the Tradition
But when we look at the madrasas and their founding purpose, the context is radically
different. From their emergence in eleventh-century Baghdad, their purpose was
preserving and passing on the religious or “transmitted sciences.” These included the
Qur’an, the hadith collections, Arabic grammar, genealogy and history, and most
important of all, Islamic law. Medical studies, which were generally highly valued in
Middle Eastern culture, were almost never allowed into the madrasas. It was just the
Greek naturalistic agenda that was omitted from the madrasas of Islam. 36 Logic,
mathematics, and even Ptolemy’s astronomy found their way into the private instruction
of students at some madrasas, but not the study of Aristotle’s natural books; not his
physics, science of motion, meteorology, plants and animals, and metaphysical works.
Likewise, post-mortem examinations were forbidden by Islamic law and tradition, as
well as by Judaic culture. 37
Moreover, according to Aristotle’s classification of the sciences, which was followed by
both Arab scholars and Europeans, astronomy was included among the mathematical
sciences, not the natural sciences. This meant that only natural philosophers could
decide what the shape of the cosmos really is, and that search involved finding the
causes of the changes and alterations of the natural world. That deep philosophical
assumption was at the center of al-Ghazali’s attack on natural philosophy wherein he
rejected natural causation in favor of God’s omnipotent powers. On the other hand,
affirmation of the causal explanatory agenda was at the center of Galileo’s wish to be
named “philosopher and mathematician” to the Grand Duke of Tuscany in 1610,
because he wanted to talk about cosmology, the real shape of the universe, not arbitrary
mathematical models. It was only with Copernicus, and then Galileo and especially

36

For the classic study of the madrasas, see George Makdisi, The Rise of The Colleges: Institutions of
Learning in Islam and the West (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981).
37
Toby E. Huff, “Attitudes Towards Dissection in the History of European and Arabic Medicine,” in
Science: Locality and Universality, ed. Bennacer El Bouazatti (Rabat, Morocco: Mohammed V
University Press, 2003), 61–88.
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Kepler, that European mathematical astronomers claimed that they were arguing about
the real shape of the cosmos, and had a right to do so.
Galileo put this most bluntly in his first “Letter on Sunspots” (1613). He insisted that he
was investigating “the true constitution of the universe—the most important and most
admirable problem that there is.” Then he claimed, “For such a constitution exists; it is
unique, true, real, and could not possibly be otherwise.” 38 Earlier in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, people like al-Haytham and Ibn Rushd recognized that Ptolemaic
astronomy had serious defects, that it did not fit the data as it should. But Arab-Muslim
astronomers could not work forward from that realization to a heliocentric system and
never claimed that they understood “the real constitution” of the universe. They
remained confined within the geocentric worldview and a world controlled by Islamic
occasionalism: the view that God controls the workings of the natural world.
A New Revisionism?
Given this background, it is difficult to credit the Muslim world as a significant source
of the fundamental values and structures that have been at the center of European
identity for a millennium or more.
The idea of competing legally autonomous entities—business, educational, charitable,
scientific, religious—bound by a shared set of rights and agreed upon juridical
procedures is not something that can be claimed by Islamic law and tradition. Likewise,
the madrasa tradition of the Muslim world had nothing to offer the university tradition
that was deeply rooted in Greek philosophy as well as the newly fashioned Civil and
Canon law. Those who cite Averroes (Ibn Rushd) as a great Muslim “rationalist” forget
that he was driven out of Spain to Morocco, where he died, and that his work was
rediscovered and claimed by Europeans. His views remained alien to the Muslim world.
In 1998, a celebration was planned in Cairo to commemorate Ibn Rushd’s eighthundredth anniversary but never took place. Even today, for very complicated reasons,
the pursuit of science in the Muslim world continues to lag severely behind the West, as
does China, whose scientific traditions also went into decline hundreds of years ago and
only revived in the late twentieth century. 39
None of this is meant to deny the transfer of small and large elements of daily life that
were transmitted to Europe in the distant past. Surely coffee, coffee houses, “Turkish”
baths and Turkish towels, various food items, and even architectural elements were
transmitted to Europe from the Middle East. But such things are not the foundation of
contrasting societal and civilizational developments that emerged in the Muslim world
38

Galileo, Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo, trans. and ed. Stillman Drake (New York: Doubleday,
1957), 97.
39
See “Epilogue,” 2nd ed., Rise of Early Modern Science.
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and Europe over the centuries. At the same time I do not believe that “Islam” and “the
West” are at war with each other. Nor should they be. The recognition of differences is
the first step toward building harmony.
For many Europeans today it is probably a latent fear that Islamic law and tradition
could displace Western conceptions that drives some aspects of Islamophobia. While
there are benighted Islamist groups around the world who wish to impose outmoded
forms of Islamic law on all “others,” it seems doubtful to me that most Muslims living
either in Europe or in the Middle East wish to live under such a regime. The problem in
Europe today is that the extremists on all sides claim too much. Some paint Islam as
irredeemably hostile to the West. Others claim that Islamic conceptions are just another
cultural persuasion seeking recognition, while overlooking the deeper conceptual
differences.
My reading of the twentieth (and twenty-first) century tells me that the vast majority of
Muslims around the world want to live in some version of a democratic society. They do
not necessarily want what George W. Bush called “freedom,” but rather a political
regime in which they can be free to be Muslims as they choose, not forced into a rigid
way of life dictated by narrow-minded Islamists. I expect that the vast majority of
Muslims living in Europe realize, the headscarf issue aside, that they are much freer to
practice their understanding of Islam there than in any other part of the world—except
for the United States.
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Book Reviews
Ricardo Duchesne. The Uniqueness of Western Civilization. Brill Press, 2011.
Reviewed by Laina Farhat-Holzman
Overview:
After many decades of replacing courses in Western Civilization
with World History, some younger historians are beginning to challenge this approach.
The teaching of history, like educational philosophy in general, goes through cycles,
fashions, and fads. In the case of history, this discipline has never been detached from
other disciplines, nor from the social philosophies of the day. The first duty of education
is to teach us who we are and how we became what we are today.
Anthropologists in particular have been responsible for the past half-century of
dethroning Western Civilization from its central role in the consciousness of the
educated West. Anthropology, in response to the 19th century’s view that Western
Civilization was unlike that of any other civilizations, has reversed this view by
instituting the model of non-judgment: treating all other societal models as equivalent,
in the hope of avoiding prejudice or intolerance. However, taking this moral high
ground was not enough to avoid prejudice. Western civilization had to be found to be
imperialistic, violent, and evil---and if taught at all, only the warts, not the virtues, had
to be emphasized. In academically throwing out the baby with the bath water, students
lost sight of what has made the West distinctly different—and arguably more
fortunate—than every other civilization.
Despite the proliferation of “ethnic studies,” few scholars wanted to take on
“Indo-European Studies,” lest they be thought to support the Nazi movement’s wildly
flawed theory of Aryan superiority. Thus, out of fear of criticism and in obedience to the
Post-World War II progressivism, not only was Western Civilization tossed out, but
even “Indo-European Studies.”
Ricardo Duchesne, a Canadian professor and scholar, has taken on this
challenge, producing a volume that took a decade to write, and one that I believe may
become as consequential as Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel, which
accentuated the role of geographic good fortune to explain the rise of the West, and
Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations, which warned of wars on the bloody
borders of Islamic Civilization with all of its neighbors.
Toby E. Huff’s Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution: A Global
Perspective showed in great detail why the 17th century rise of the scientific revolution
was not just a temporary stroke of good luck, but was the inevitable result of an entirely
unique civilization that began with ancient Greece. There were good reasons why this
revolution (and its ultimate string of freedoms that produced the modern world) did not,
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2012

135

Comparative Civilizations Review, Vol. 67 [2012], No. 67, Art. 16

Comparative Civilizations Review

131

and could not happen in the great civilizations of the time: China, India, and Ottoman
Turkish. Even when Westerners brought the groundbreaking telescope as gifts to these
other civilizations, there were no already existing institutions to propel the telescope into
all the other scientific discoveries that created the Western scientific revolution.
Huff made a strong case for understanding this element of the uniqueness of
Western Civilization. Duchesne goes much further, painstakingly exploring the entire
body of scholarly progressives who have dominated the past half-century of history, and
brings back to life Indo-European Studies, a discipline that explains a great deal, both
good and bad, that has made the West unique. Duchesne has had five closely related
objectives in writing this book:
First, to trace the ideological sources behind the multicultural effort to
“provincialize” the history of Western civilization (anthropological relativism, critical
theory, dependency theory, evolutionary materialism, post-modernism, feminism, and
identity politics).
Second: to assess the empirical adequacy of a highly influential set of revisionist
works published in the last two decades dedicated to the pursuit of dismantling the
“Eurocentric” consensus on the “rise of the West.” Duchesne demonstrates that the
entire revisionist school was founded on precarious and doubtful claims in an attempt to
rewrite history.
Third, the traditional Eurocentric historiography on the rise of the West still
holds much significance despite the unrelenting attacks on it. There are numerous
additional sources from historians of Europe who have written about Western
achievement from the ancient Greeks to the present. The West has always existed in a
state of variance from the rest of the world’s cultures, as can be shown in the “Greek
miracle,” the Roman invention of the legal persona, the Papal revolution, the Portuguese
voyages of discovery, the Gutenberg press, the cartographic revolution, the Protestant
reformation, and the “industrial enlightenment.” Not one of the other major civilizations
had such experience in their histories.
Fourth, Duchesne insists that the development of a liberal democratic culture
was an indispensable component of the rise of the West. Western culture is more than
just scientific or industrial; the ideals of freedom and the reasoned pursuit of truth were
cultivated ad realized only in the development of the West.
Fifth and finally, Duchesne argues that the roots of the West’s “restless”
creativity and libertarian spirit should be traced back to the aristocratic warlike culture
of Indo-European speakers. The primordial basis for Western uniqueness lay in the
ethos of individualism and strife. This is an extremely original position, and one that I
had never considered before. What Duchesne writes about this particularly prickly
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nature of the Indo-European culture I recognize from my own work on the ancient
Persian psyche, before they got carried away with the autocracy of the Semitic world
which surrounded and outnumbered them.
I have read and made margin notes on almost every page of this volume. I
cannot say any better what Duchesne says for himself. Just one guide to the reader: the
chapter titles:
Chapter One: The Fall of Western Civilization and the Rise of Multicultural
World History.
Chapter Two: Eurocentrism over Sinocentrism.
Chapter Three: Whence the Industrial Divergence?
Chapter Four: The Continuous Creativity of Europe.
Chapter Five: The Rise of Western Reason and Freedom.
Chapter Six: The Restlessness of the Western Spirit from a Hegelian
Perspective.
Chapter Seven: The Aristocratic Egalitarianism of Indo-Europeans and the
Primordial Origins of Western Civilization.
Chapter Eight: The Emergence of the Self from the Western “State of Nature”
and the Conciliation of Christianity and Aristocratic Liberty.
This may be the most significant historic work to appear in a decade. Scholars
will have plenty to talk and argue about in reading this work.
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Mark Graham, How Islam Created the Modern World. Amana Books, 2010.
Reviewed by Norman C. Rothman.
The object of this tome is spelled out in the preface by the Muslim scholar Akbar
Ahmed: to demonstrate that it was Islamic Civilization that “pulled Europe out of the
dark ages and into the enlightenment.” It is a compendium of substantial Islamic
achievements before 1500 CE. The major thesis is put forth on page 39 when the author
begins to provide evidence that “Islam was the giant upon whose shoulders the
(European) Renaissance stood.” Overall, the book is meant as a riposte against those
who view Islam as an intellectual and cultural backwater through the lens of presentism.
In a rather brief work, the writer squeezes a multitude of information that is not
always present in standard historical works. In music, for instance, the guitar was
introduced by Muslims as was the use of the halo as a motif in painting. Islamic culture
had philosophical schools and scientific academies which discussed empiricism, a
spherical earth and the heliocentric theory long before Locke, Kepler and Copernicus.
Universities and libraries were more common before 1000 AD than in Western culture.
Economically, textiles and fabrics as well as tempered steel and the processes associated
with these products were in advance of European techniques before 1000 AD.
The author reminds the reader once again that the original Islamic culture came
to be multicultural as it embraced influences from all over the globe—China, India,
Persia, and other civilizations were utilized in the emerging Islamic paradigm. Arabic
numbers were imported from India and ultimately replaced the more cumbersome
Roman numerals. When ultimately introduced via the Crusades from the Middle East to
Europe, Arabic numbers helped in the rise of accounting and bookkeeping, thus aiding
the development of modern business and commerce. The importation of the symbol
zero from India also facilitated commerce. The importation of the Chinese use of the
compass was an invaluable aide to navigation, as was the importation of paper from
China, which forwarded the accumulation of information in the millennium before the
use of e-books. Not bound by church doctrine, the Islamic culture made free use of
classical, especially Greek, culture in medicine and science, and of the scientific
method. Muslim sailors made use of the Greek knowledge of latitude, and Muslim
mathematicians perfected classical knowledge and developed Algebra (an Arabic term).
When dealing with the Crusades, the author can both be praised and criticized.
He draws a rather controversial analogy -- but not without some foundation -- that the
Crusaders were similar in behavior to the activities of fundamentalist militants in the
way they sometimes massacred women and children as well as Muslims, Jews, and
Orthodox Christians. However, he may not advance his major theme when he reports
that Muhammad ordered the massacre of all adult Jews in Medina. This has been
contradicted by the noted author, Karen Armstrong, who in her biography of
Muhammad indicated that only those Jews who had gone back on a pact made with
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Muhammad were marked for killing.
His reason for the decline of Islam as compared to the rise of the West is also
open to question. He attributes the advancement of the West in science and technology
to the availability of specie brought in by Spain and Portugal from the new world.
However, as has been shown by writers such as Hamilton, the importation of gold and
silver led to ruinous inflation which in turn led to decline. Rather, the advance of the
West was due to a variety of reasons, including a new spirit of inquiry and a climate of
openness, as exemplified by the Age of Renaissance, the Age of Science, and the
Enlightenment in the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries respectively.
Overall, although limited by its length, its emphasis on a few individuals rather
than currents of thought, and the stress entirely on Christians as opposed to Muslims in
the formation of the modern world without reference to other groups, the book serves a
useful purpose. It reminds us that we cannot project backward in the evaluation of a
group or culture based on present circumstances.
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Lyons, Jonathan. The House of Wisdom: How the Arabs Transformed Western
Civilization. New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2009.
Reviewed by Connie Lamb
This is a fascinating book which covers a vast amount of subjects over a long
historical time and wide geographic space. Written almost like a novel, it intertwines
the stories of rulers, religious leaders, great Arab philosopher-scientists and Jewish,
Christian and Persian scholars who lived in the Islamic Empire. It is a lively discussion
of how a few Westerners traveled to Islamic countries in the 11th and 12th centuries;
there they discovered a wealth of scientific writings which they recognized to be of
great value.
While Europe had languished in ignorance, superstition, and Christian religious
restrictions during the Middle Ages, the Arab world witnessed a dynamic flowering of
scholars, libraries, and scientific advances in mathematics, astronomy, geography,
navigation, medicine, philosophy and agriculture. The Arabs had obtained much of
their learning from knowledge left by the Greeks, Romans, and Persians, which was
discovered as the Islamic empire spread through Iraq and Central Asia. The Arabs
translated and synthesized this material and used it to further advance scientific
understanding. Arabic replaced Greek as the universal language of scientific inquiry.
Arab knowledge passed into Europe by way of the Crusader kingdoms, Sicily, and
Spain and helped prepare the groundwork for the Renaissance and greater scientific
advances in the Western world. Much of the transmission was accomplished by
scholars such as Adelard of Bath, Michael Scot and Stephen of Pisa who found and
translated significant Arabic language scientific texts and translated them into Latin.
The author, Jonathan Lyons, served as a foreign correspondent, mostly in the
Muslim world, for the Reuters News Agency for more than twenty years. His posts
included Moscow, Tehran, Turkey, and Jakarta. He left this work to pursue a doctorate
in sociology at Monash University in Melbourne, Australia and has since become an
author and professor, teaching at Monash University, George Mason University, and at
the Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding at Georgetown University. His first
book, Answering Only to God: Faith and Freedom in 21st Century Iran, co-authored
with Geneive Abdo, was published in 2003 and his latest is Islam through Western
Eyes: From the Crusades to the War on Terrorism. His website explains that he has
spent much of his life exploring the shifting boundaries between East and West, first in
the Cold War and then on the cusp between the Islamic and Western worlds. Over time
he has come to see the relationships between these seemingly polar fields as a problem
not of geography or politics, “but of thought, ideas, and knowledge – that is, as essential
problems of epistemology.” This idea is reflected in his book.
The House of Wisdom is a well-researched and extensively documented book
with 24 pages of endnotes. In addition, the front matter includes a clarifying note to
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readers, a chronological list of significant events from 622-1687 AD, and a list of
leading figures discussed in the book. A few colored illustrations from Arab sources
about the various sciences discussed in the book add visual understanding.
The title of the book comes from the House of Wisdom, a royal library and
academy built in the mid 700s AD in Baghdad by the Abbasid Caliph, al-Mansur, and
which, in a sense, represents all the learning and culture that transpired during the Arab
renaissance of scientific development. “Over time, the House of Wisdom came to
comprise a translation bureau, a library and book repository, and an academy of scholars
and intellectuals from across the empire” (p. 63). For many years, it provided, under the
patronage of ruling caliphs, the working space, administrative support, and financial
assistance needed by the scholars.
The book is organized loosely chronologically but also by topic. It is divided
into a prologue and four sections titled by Arabic terms for sunset, nightfall, dawn,
midday, and afternoon which pays tribute to the success of Arab scholars in measuring
out the ever-changing pattern of night and day that determines the times of the five daily
Muslim prayers. Lyons explains that each designation reflects a time period in the
history that the book covers. “The book begins at sunset (al-maghrib) the traditional
start of the day in the Middle East; then moves through the nightfall (al-isha) of the
Christian Middle Ages; recounts the dawn (al-fajr) of the great age of Arab learning;
soars toward the glory of midday (al-zuhr) with our central hero, Adelard of Bath, in the
Near East; and concludes with the rich colors of afternoon (al-asr) that mark the end of
the age of Faith in the West and the seemingly unstoppable triumph of Reason” (x).
The prologue tells the story of Adelard of Bath, who traveled to Asia Minor in
the early 12th century not as a Crusader but to investigate the studies of the Arabs
(studia arabum). He found in Antioch many books taken there by the Crusaders and
realized their importance. He, and others who followed, translated various works in
order to make this knowledge known in the West. The second chapter discusses the
stagnation of science in Medieval Europe, which, after the fall of Rome, was cut off
from classical learning. For centuries in Europe, the Church taught that the world was
God’s mystery and was unknowable to man. Most people believed that the earth was
flat and there was little advancement in science. The Crusades were a way to
consolidate Church control over fragmented and unstable political realms of kings and
princes; warring against the “infidel” brought groups together but also was the root of
anti-Islam feelings in the West.
Just before the Crusades, in the late 900s, an intellectual monk named Gerbert,
who later became Pope Sylvester II, went to Catalonia for further study. There he
learned about the scientific advances in al-Andalus, the Spanish Muslim Empire. He is
credited with bringing the knowledge of the astrolabe, a powerful scientific tool, to the
West. “The perfection of the astrolabe reflected the genius of Arab science: it drew on
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classical sources but then went well beyond them to refine the device and to address the
burning questions of the day in such fields as timekeeping, astronomy, astrology, and
cartography” (p. 39).
In chapter three we learn about the House of Wisdom that was built when the
Abbasids moved their capital to Baghdad. It became a place of book production,
research, and translation, and a repository of accumulated and extended knowledge. In
771, Mansur invited an Indian delegation to teach about astronomy and math, from
which the Arabic numerals became wide-spread. The caliph from 813-33 AD, alMamun, was the force behind the greatest achievements of medieval Arab scholarship,
especially in astrology, astronomy, mathematics and optics. Al-Khwarizmi created star
tables and furthered the understanding of algebra. Chapter four continues the discussion
of advancements with the focus on mapping the world. As Islam spread, the direction of
Mecca became important in the construction of mosques which were to face the city
showing the direction to pray. This fueled the arts of mapmaking and navigation which
produced portable instruments like the astrolabe. Al-Mamun had a world map
constructed with accompanying descriptions of earth’s people, places and wonders.
Individual Arab scholars then developed and refined the disciplines of geography and
cartography. As late as 1138, an Arab, al-Idrisi, created a new world map for the
Christian King of Sicily, Roger II.
Adelard spent seven years in and around Crusader lands where he found many
works, some of which he translated into Latin, including an Arabic translation of
Euclid’s work. He also translated al-Khwarizmi’s star tables as well as the work of alBalkhi (or Albumazar), Introduction to Astrology. In Adelard’s own book, Questions of
Natural Science, he sets out to encapsulate the spirit of learning and inquiry he found in
the East, recognizing the accomplishments of the Arabs. Adelard also wrote a treatise
on the use of the astrolabe, which he states is a great tool but is also symbolic of a new
way to look at the world informed by classical philosophy and the innovations of the
Arab scholars of the House of Wisdom (p. 128).
In the next three chapters, Lyons speaks of great Arab scientists such as ibn Sina
(known to the West as Avicenna), ibn Rushd (Averroes), al-Buruni, Razi, and Masudi
along with al-Khwarizmi, and then explains how and through whom this Arabic
scholarship was transmitted to the West. Through trade and travelers their works
became known. Translators like Adelard, Stephen of Pisa, Gerbert, Gerard of Cremona,
and Michael Scot in the East, and Hermann of Carinthia, Robert of Ketton, and Daniel
of Morley in Spain, rendered much of this knowledge available to the West’s
intellectual consciousness. Stephen of Pisa translated a prominent medical encyclopedia
by al-Majusi, Gerard and his team translated medical textbooks including Avicenna’s
great Canon of Medicine as well as assorted treatises on alchemy, chemistry, astronomy,
mathematics, optics, and the science of weights (p. 155); Michael Scot translated works
of Ibn Rushd (Averroes), one of the preeminent Arab philosophers. Hermann translated
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a different version of Albumazar’s Introduction to Astrology than did Adelard while
Robert of Ketton introduced the West to al-Khwarizmi’s science of algebra and
produced the first Latin text on the Arab art of alchemy (152). Daniel of Morley studied
with Gerard and went back to England with a multitude of Arabic books, extending a
tradition introduced by Adelard (p. 156).
The fact that the Muslims were spread over three continents helped the
movement of ideas and tools along to the European West. By the 1220’s there was a
growing network of commercial, political and intellectual ties that had begun to bind the
East and West and provide the connections to encourage the West in its renaissance.
Then religion and science began to conflict in the East as it had in the West in medieval
times, slowing the advance of Arab science. Meanwhile in the West, Thomas Aquinas’s
view that the world is both eternal and created by God allowed people to defend
doctrine and still make room for the science unleashed by the Arabs, which helped
create the atmosphere for great scientific advances in the West.
Lyons’ book is just one of many recent publications on the topic of Arab science.
One of the first was John Hoyt’s book titled Arab Science: Discoveries and
Contributions, published in 1975. Others include Science in Medieval Islam: An
Illustrated Introduction by Howard R. Turner (1995), Science in Islam and Classical
Modernity by Roshdi Rashed (2002), How Islam Created the Modern World by Mark
Graham (2006), Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance by
George Saliba (2007), Aladdin’s Lamp: How Greek Science Came to Europe through
the Islamic World by John Freely (2009), and Science and Islam: A History by Ehsan
Masood (2009).
Each has a little different focus, approach, and coverage, but includes much of
the same material of what Saliba calls the “classical narrative” of the Golden Age of
Islam, which he and some other revisionists are analyzing using varied perspectives.
Although Lyons’ book covers much of the same information as the books just listed, its
emphasis is on the Western translators and their interest in what the Arabs had to offer.
The significant contributions of Adelard of Bath have been established by the research
of Robert Burnett, who has published two books on Adelard’s work of translation and
transmission of Arabic learning into England, including a listing of his works. Lyons’
book is a very readable, interesting look at the broader history of the transmission of
ideas and learning, through several civilizations and across a broad swath of geography,
that strongly impacted the modern Western world.
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Emmet Scott, Mohammed & Charlemagne Revisited: The History of a Controversy,
New English Review Press, 2012.
Reviewed by Laina Farhat-Holzman.
Scott is part of a growing body of revisionist Islamic scholars who are revisiting
what had become the unquestioned history of Islam. We have all been told that Europe
descended into a Dark Age upon the fall of Rome to the Germanic “barbarian” invaders
in the 5th century, and that it was rescued from this darkness by the energetic arrival of a
new religion, Islam, which saved and transmitted the “lost” classical culture. There has
never been an explanation for why Europe was dark for five centuries after its collapse,
not to revive until the 10th century, if Islam’s Golden Age (supposedly the 8th-10th
centuries) was so glowing. What was that Golden Age really like that it could not
influence events and culture just across the Mediterranean?
An early 20th century scholar, the Belgian Henri Pirenne, was the first to dispute
this theory. He claimed that contrary to the notion that Europe’s Dark Age was caused
by the barbarians, he said that Europe quickly recovered from these invasions and that
the invaders themselves wanted nothing more than to become “Roman” themselves.
These invaders pledged fealty to the Emperor in Byzantium, used gold coins with the
emperor’s profile on them, and engaged in a flurry of church and palace building by the
6th and early 7th centuries. What really brought this civilization to a screeching halt was
the new barbarian invasion, Islam.
Scott is a supporter of Pirenne, whose work was much criticized by scholars of
the prior theory. His “revisiting,” however, is built on a foundation of archeology, much
of it within the past century since the death of Pirenne. Rather than just accepting the
conventional wisdom, Scott takes note of actual “facts on the ground” that archeology
provides. He says that archeology finds great activity in Europe in the 6th and early 7th
century (cities enlarging, gold coinage, grand urban architecture, and indications of
healthy trade). But from mid-7th century until mid-10th century, not only is Europe much
reduced (dark), but so is the Muslim world. Both seem to have recovered by 1095, with
the start of the first Crusade.
Scott makes an important distinction between the backwardness of northern and
western Europe during the 6th and 7th centuries, particularly in Italy, and the status of
Byzantium and the Byzantine Empire’s satellites in North Africa and Spain. Classical
civilization continued in Byzantium and its subject states, and even the population crash
that accompanied the decline of Rome in the West reversed as Byzantium became
Christian. The two groups with substantial birthrates were the Christians and the Jews,
neither of which engaged in the Roman practice of widespread infanticide and abortion.
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So what was it that Islam did that created the catastrophe of a real Dark Age for
not only the former Roman Empire, but even for the Byzantine, as well as the
flourishing areas conquered by the Muslims, which also went into sharp decline for
several centuries. How did that happen? What was different about Arab barbarians as
opposed to Germanic barbarians?
A barbarian, by definition, is usually an illiterate warrior, directed by tribal
chiefs or warlords, whose main purpose is to take from others what they can. War,
plunder, and rapine are their modes, primarily out of need (and often out of desperation).
However, in repeated historic examples, when barbarians invade and conquer civilized
(rich, agricultural, and urbanized) lands, it scarcely takes one generation for the
barbarians to adopt the culture of the conquered. Throughout history, invaders of China
always became Chinese—and this was true even for the Mongols, who began their
invasions full of scorn for the weak civilized. And this was true repeatedly for
Iran/Persia too. It took little time for the savage Seljuk Turks to become Persianized
after they overran Iran in the 12th century.
But Muslim barbarians did not just have loot and rapine in mind, but were also
energized by a militant religion that demanded of their conquests conversion, extortion,
or death. They also followed Bedouin values of scorn for agriculture and prohibition of
the wine grapes and olive groves that were the bedrock of Classical economy. Goat
herding followed the destruction of vineyards and farmland, resulting in a desertification
of North Africa—an actual climate change. Where you see goats, you see poverty.
In addition, the vibrant trade in the Mediterranean, which had flourished for
nearly a thousand years during the time that Rome ruled the Mediterranean, swiftly
collapsed under Muslim pirate raids that made normal shipping almost impossible.
Under this new lawless regime, there grew an enormous slave trade (slavery as an
institution had virtually disappeared in Christian Rome by the 6th century). Islam had an
enormous appetite for women in their harems and castrated males to guard them, in
addition to slave armies.
The Muslims found a helpful ally in the kidnapping and selling of slaves. The
Vikings, who were tribes of pagan pirates and looters, partnered in this nasty trade. Not
only was the northern Mediterranean depopulated by Arab slaving pirates, but northern
Europe and the lands along the Volga River were equally depopulated. Archeology has
proved this, not only through written accounts of the time, but also through troves of
Muslim gold coinage in Viking archeological sites from the pre-Christian period.
But the most serious cause of the European Dark Age and the end of classical
learning occurred when Muslim conquerors cut off the papyrus supply from Egypt.
Consider what happens to a largely literate civilization that depends upon papyrus, not
only for learning but also for administering government, when there is suddenly no
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more paper. Literacy crashed, and it was only sustained by the Christian monks who
painstakingly preserved what they could of classical learning.
Most thought-provoking is a discussion of less desirable Muslim influences on
Christian society. When cultures clash, they exchange some negative elements as well
as positive ones. Scott makes a case that the notion of “holy” war was alien to
Christianity and only came about in response to Islam’s Holy War and its conquest of
the Holy Land; the Inquisition, the punitive search for religious unorthodoxy, was
practiced in Islam well before such practice in the West; and the virulent anti-Semitism
that compelled “non-believers” to wear distinctive clothing and to live in ghettos was a
distinction adopted from Muslim treatment of Christians and Jews. The most oppressive
ghettoes appeared in Rome during the Renaissance.
Scott fully explores the arguments of all the most famous Islamic scholars of our
time, bringing in the work of other revisionists and the hard-to dispute archeology. I
think that this is an important work, and that more such explorations of what is the real
history of Islam, not the imagined one, will be changing what we thought we knew
about this extremely important—and even timely—issue.
One last thing to remember: Islam is the only great religion hostile to history. As
even modern Islamists tell us, the Prophet condemned all that happened prior his
mission, calling it Jahilia (ignorance). It is such a religious philosophy that is
responsible for the Afghan Taliban destroying the ancient statues of the Buddha in
eastern Afghanistan and current Egyptian Islamists proposing the destruction of the
pyramids.
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Richard W. Bulliet. The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization.
University Press 2004.
Reviewed by Norman C. Rothman.

Columbia

Noted Middle Eastern/Islamist scholar and historian Richard W. Bulliet has
compiled this work. It is an updating of essays and reflections that he has composed
over a period of four decades as a response to works, especially those of Samuel
Huntington and Bernard Lewis, which emphasize conflict between Islam and the West,
as well as to an outlook from policy makers over the past 5 decades which stresses
differences rather than commonality. Accordingly, each of the chapters is devoted to
countering one of these views.
The first chapter gives the title to the book. It is devoted to a rebuttal of the
Huntington “Clash of Civilizations” thesis. Bulliet indicates that the Christian and
Islamic faiths were very similar before 1500, and especially before 1000 A.D., when it
came to proselytizing and the hope both religions gave to lower socio-economic orders.
Hostile contacts -- especially the Crusades and the Reconquista against Muslims in
Iberia (and also Southern Italy) -- led to an estrangement between what he terms
“sibling” civilizations. Even during this period, Muslim influence penetrated the world
of European culture (1000-1500 A.D.). The Islamic world helped to reintroduce
Classical learning especially Greek influences in philosophy (Aristotle) and theology
(Averroes), either through Muslim scholars or Arabized Jews. Other imports that passed
through the Muslim world or were invented or perfected there included mathematics
(algebra and Arabic numerals); science (gunpowder); medical science, especially
surgical techniques; folk literature (Arabian Nights, Omar Khayyam, even Italian folk
tales); music and art (the use of the halo and the lute and guitar); manufacturing (glass,
paper, pre-movable woodblock print); even food (sugar, pasta).
The second chapter deals with the religious establishment and its role as a
counterbalance to tyranny. Entitled “What Went On?” -- a play on the Bernard Lewis’s
work “What Went Wrong?” – (Dr. Bulliet is also a satirist), this chapter is devoted to
countering the work of Lewis, who, the author believes, sees Islam only from the point
of view of the 20th century western support of democracy. Bulliet argues that the
emphasis of the religious establishment was on “justice” rather than “freedom” in the
Western sense. He cites Iran, but a more contemporary example today would be the
aftermath of the Arab Spring.
The third chapter is based on Bulliet’s own experiences as an academician.
“Looking for Love in all the Wrong Places” is concerned with the prevalence of
Orientalism in Western studies of other cultures (a topic most famously covered by
Edward Said) whereby the Muslim world was observed from the point of view of
triumphalism when it came to democracy and economic and social development.
Societies that did not live up to this “development theory paradigm” were found to be
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deficient. The logical extension of this perspective resulted in intervention which in
turn may have resulted in hostility from those in the Muslim world who are supposed to
be helped by this intervention. The parallel to recent events involving American
involvement overseas is only too obvious.
The final chapter, which is a reconfiguration of a book published in 1994 and is
entitled “The Edge of the Future,” asserts that in the past, progress within the Islamic
world has come from the “periphery” people outside the traditional power centers, both
in terms of orthodox thought and in terms of geography. In this latter respect, Bulliet
points to the role played by the Muslim diasporas in Europe and America, by
democratically-oriented parties in the Muslim world, and by
Western-trained
academics in universities and institutions of higher learning. The author cites Indonesia
as a current example of this last part of his thesis. Although Indonesia is a good
example of progress from the periphery, the first two sources of change have not
materialized as yet, so Dr. Bulliet may be a bit optimistic at this time.
This book is meant to be a rebuttal of negative perceptions about the Muslim
world. At the same time, it attempts to view progress and change in the Islamic world
both in the past and in the future in a positive vein. Although rather abbreviated, it is a
thoughtful addition to the literature of the field. It is hoped that the author will further
develop his arguments in future longer works.
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David P. Goldman, How Civilizations Die (And Why Islam is Dying Too). Regnery
2011.
Reviewed by Laina Farhat-Holzman
Summary: “Population decline is the elephant in the world’s living room.” If
population declines continue in the developed world, there will be an inverted pyramid
of the elderly on top being supported by too few young people, the opposite of most of
world history. “For the first time in history, the birth rate of the whole developed world
is well below replacement, a significant part of it has passed the demographic point of
no return” (p. x).
What has not been noticed is a very precipitous crash of population in the lesser
developed world, the most significant of which is the crash of Muslim population—the
opposite of what we have assumed. The author notes:
“… Islamic Society is even more fragile. As Muslim fertility shrinks at a rate
demographers have never seen before, it is converging on Europe’s
catastrophically low fertility as if in time-lapse photography. Iranian women in
their twenties who grew up with five or six siblings will bear only one or two
children during their lifetimes. Turkey and Algeria are just behind Iran on the
way down, and most of the other Muslim countries are catching up quickly. By
the middle of this century, the belt of Muslim countries from Morocco to Iran
will become as gray as depopulating Europe. The Islamic world will have the
same proportion of dependent elderly as the industrial counties---but one-tenth
the productivity. A time bomb that cannot be defused is ticking in the Muslim
world” (p. x).
Radical Islamists already are driven by despair that their culture has been ruined.
The demographic bomb will frighten them even more. What happens to society when
people’s very existence is under threat? We have no idea how people will behave under
existential threat, and social scientists have not cast much light on this issue as yet.
Goldman takes this speculation to the extreme, anticipating irrational responses
from the Muslim states who think they have no future. He asks: why do individuals,
groups, and nations act irrationally, often at the risk of self-destruction? The question, of
course, is what is rational?
It seems irrational to us when people set themselves on fire to make a political
protest (Buddhist monks in Vietnam) or enlist and send their young to become suicide
bombers. Americans could not understand why the Japanese in World War II made
human explosives of their pilots and sailors—suicide dive-bombers, human torpedoes
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strapped with explosives sent to swim out to American ships. It was so apparent that
they were losing the war that such extreme actions seemed highly irrational.
The same can be said for the seeming Muslim “death cult” that has enlisted (and
often deceived) youngsters to be suicide bombers. How many young can they afford to
lose in a hopeless and delusional struggle?
Despair does strange things. Canada has noted that the overall suicide rate
among their Native American communities is twice that of the rest of Canada, and the
rate among the Inuit is still higher. There is also an epidemic of suicides and alcoholism
among the ancient Amazon tribes, who were until recently isolated.
Demographers have identified several different factors responsible for
population decline overall: urbanization, literacy and education, and modernization of
traditional societies, enforcing changes in the treatment of women and children. Female
literacy is the most powerful predictor of population decline among the world’s
countries.
My feminist antennae go up when I hear that female literacy is a powerful
predictor of population decline. Literate females are perfectly capable of having two or
three children at replacement levels (as they do in the United States). But when such
women choose to have no more than one (or none), they have plenty of reasons for this
other than the frivolity of materialism. When such women live in authoritarian states,
they neither have adequate housing nor hope for the future. It is rational for them not to
bear children.
Goldman particularly notes how the fertility rates of women links directly to
religious faith. The highest fertility rates in the developed world are found in countries
with a high degree of religious faith, he says, namely the United States and Israel (p.
xv). He does not recognize that educated women in both the United States and Israel are
predominantly secular.
But in the underdeveloped world, religious faith among women is linked to
illiteracy and traditions of misogyny and abuse. Those factors have until now produced
the runaway population explosion and simultaneously infant and female mortality.
Goldman is correct, however, in his observation that secularism in all its forms
fails to address the most fundamental human need: the dilemma of mortality. Why do
we die, why do we suffer, why is there hunger, disease, and war? However, I think a
more practical criticism of secularism is the absence of community, which religion has
always provided (for better or worse).
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Franz Rosenzweig, author of The Star of Redemption, written at the end of
World War I, noted that awareness of death defines the human condition, so that human
beings cannot bear their own mortality without the hope of immortality. And our sense
of immortality is social. The culture of a community is what unites the dead with those
yet to be born (xix).
The Closing of the Muslim Womb. The demographic winter has been
encroaching slowly on the West for the past two hundred years. In the Muslim world,
however, it has been happening in twenty years. Iran, Turkey, Tunisia, and Algeria are
all graying. Today’s generation of young Muslims (the bulge) whose political
humiliation and frustration over economic stagnation stoked the Arab rebellions of
2011, will be followed by a generation dramatically smaller than their own (p. 2).
As bad as this situation is for Europe, there is a good possibility that their
technological development will be able to cushion this—or even at some point reverse
the death spiral. With the Muslim world, they have no technological or social cushion,
and the dramatic increase in Islamist fundamentalism makes the problem worse.
The Muslim world, Goldman says, is trapped between two extremes. “Some
countries---notably Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Egypt—have populations nearly half of
which cannot read. These populations retain the habits of the tribal world, including
high fertility rates. But these countries can barely feed the illiterate half of their people,
let alone employ them; and the persistence of extreme poverty and the threat of hunger
keep them poised at the precipice of social instability.”
At the other extreme, countries that have achieved a high degree of literacy--Iran, Turkey, Tunisia, and Algeria---are facing an even more devastating degree of
social failure, in the form of deficient family formation and a dearth of children” (p.7).
What Goldman fails to note is that the link between faith and fertility in the
Muslim world is not the same as that between faith and replacement level fertility in the
US and Israel. In the Muslim world, women within Muslim believer communities have
no choice over their fertility at all. When educated, they have choice for the first time in
generations and they do not want the role of fertility machine. Faith in the United States
and Israel is not in a position to be oppressive.
Where Goldman’s book becomes important to civilizationalists is his exploration
of historic fertility rates. The great population surge in the second half of the 20th
century is an anomaly, not a harbinger of global doom. This one-time event was the
result of a radically declining death rate from modern medicine: antibiotics, for
example. Industrialization replaced human-intensive agriculture, replacing the need for
farm labor, and today robotization is replacing the need for much industrial manpower
as well. Because of improved human circumstances, we experienced the fastest rate of
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population increase the world had ever seen. The need for children has changed from a
labor asset to a cost. The need for children to support their parents in old age has been
replaced by pension plans (funded by other people’s children).
Goldman never contemplates an alternative other than the disastrous decline of
population in the developed world. I believe this should be addressed—and will need to
be addressed in the future. This prognosis may not be all negative. It is certainly
possible that fertility rates could return to replacement level in modern societies that
have been in decline: we are already seeing this in France and Sweden. Population
explosions and declines do not have to be linear in one direction forever.
Fate of Muslim World. Most important in this book are Goldman’s predictions
about the Muslim world—quite the opposite of alarmists who believe that Islam will
overwhelm Europe through migration and that the “one-billion Muslims” around the
world will be at perpetual war with us.
Goldman does foresee violent confrontations, but these are the confrontations of
a dying society, not triumphant conquest.
Europeans are beginning to turn back swarms of refugees from the Muslim
world, and to change laws to compel compliance with European laws, not Islamic laws.
This is simultaneously helping Europeans to remember their own heritage.
Hunger is becoming a major concern in North Africa. Egypt is running out of
food, and also running out of money with which to buy it.
Despite the rise in literacy across the region, few university graduates have the
skills to work in the modern world. This seriously affects the economy of such
countries. Not only are the old skills (agriculture) melting as peasants flee the
countryside for cities, but the new skills needed for a modern economy are lacking. The
International Monetary Fund notes that all the oil-poor Arab economies are not only
broken, but dysfunctional, incapable of earning more than a small fraction of their
import bill.
Most serious of all: “An entire generation of young Muslims has lost its
traditional roots without finding new roots in the modern world….In maleducated,
underemployed and depopulating Tunisia, the world can see the impending future of
Arab societies” (p. 34).
Conclusions
The issue of human demographics is extremely important if we are to rationally
address the needs of the future. This is a book worth reading, even when mentally
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arguing with the author as I did throughout. I would still like to know how accurate
population numbers are taken in traditional countries, where answers (if there are any)
are unlikely to be candid.
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